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ABSTRACT 
Joints of Utility, Crafts of Knowledge: 




 This dissertation examines the material culture of the Sino-British furniture trade in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In the beginning of the eighteenth century, the British 
East India Company (EIC) began importing a large quantity of furniture made in Canton 
(Guangzhou), China. As the trade between Britain and China became standardized around 1720, 
this furniture became a part of the private trade carried out by merchants associated with 
Company. Unlike other objects of the China trade that fed into the vogue of chinoiserie, export 
furniture crafted with hardwoods from the Indian Ocean was produced in European designs of 
the time and thus was often indistinguishable from its Western counterparts. What cultural and 
economic values did export furniture represent in the early modern maritime trade and how did it 
reify the trans-regional movement of knowledge and taste between China and Britain? Going 
beyond the conventional perspective on export Chinese objects oriented toward European 
reception, I connect production with consumption in order to follow the trajectory of export 
furniture from its origins in the intra-Asian timber trade to its requisition and manufacture in 
Canton to its reception and use in both Britain and China, highlighting how this process linked 
the disparate spheres of commerce, knowledge production and distribution, and cultural practices. 
In the course of exploring these multiple dimensions of the object’s material life, this dissertation 
underscores export furniture’s bicultural and transcultural characteristics.  
 Utilizing diverse sets of visual, material, and textual sources, each chapter of the 
dissertation investigates different aspects of the movement of furniture as an assemblage. 
Chapter 1 reconstructs the itinerary of export furniture as a commodity from the EIC timber trade 
between India and China to the ordering and shipping of the furniture for the British market. I 
show how the character of export furniture was shaped by the constraints of space and the 
economic, environmental, and epistemic contingencies of long distance travel and 
communication. Chapter 2 examines the influence of imported Asian rosewood – an important 
cabinet timber from which most hardwood Chinese export furniture was made – on early modern 
British arboreal knowledge. If the knowledge of rosewood in the seventeenth century was 
grounded in classical texts that defined it as a subshrub growing in the eastern Mediterranean 
region, in the eighteenth century the term came to refer to a hardwood species imported from 
tropical Asia. I argue that this change allowed rosewood to obtain a new status as a universal 
category in the botanical taxonomy, which collected, pruned, and ordered heterogeneous cultural 
and natural information associated with it into a neatly classified “cabinet” of universal 
knowledge.  
 Chapter 3 returns to Canton to investigate Cantonese cabinetmakers and the production of 
export furniture. By reading the joinery of extant export furniture pieces, I show how Chinese 
artisans recreated foreign forms by mobilizing their embodied knowledge of craft rather than by 
imitating European joinery constructions. The details of this material translation not only reflect 
the flexibility and resilience of traditional Chinese craft but also illuminate the tacit knowledge 
and craft patterns of early modern Chinese artisans. Chapters 4 and 5 turn to the domain of 
consumption in Britain and China, respectively. Chapter 4 explores how Chinese cabinets were 
experienced in early modern Britain. Comparing lacquered and hardwood display cabinets, I 
show that Chinese cabinets were not just exotic objects; they played an active role in the 
evolution of the cabinet as a type of furniture in the domestic material culture and created an 
affective space both within themselves and in their ambient space that invited the bodily 
experience and imagination of the user-beholder. The final chapter examines the movement and 
adaptation of European round tables in mid-Qing Chinese material culture. Introduced by 
European mariners to Canton, the round tables easily found their niche in local everyday life and 
spread beyond Guangdong. I show how they partook in the formation of a new social dining 
practice that conveyed a new political vision of equality. As a whole, my dissertation argues that 
export furniture was a Eurasian object that embodied cross-cultural knowledge of craft and 
nature, and engendered new ideas of utility and sociability. 
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 In the eighteenth century, Canton (current Guangzhou) became one of the most vibrant 
trade centers in the world. European merchants, apart from the Portuguese and Spanish, 
increased their presence in the city each year, staying for the monsoonal trade that took place 
between summer and winter. The Qing government developed a set of strict rules and regulations, 
by which all foreigners had to abide. All trade with Europeans was conducted by a guild of 
licensed merchants, called Co-hong 公行. The trade zone was restricted to the southwestern 
suburb located on the bank of the Pearl River, where European merchants rented warehouses and 
lodgings – called factories or hongs – from the Hong merchants. Incoming European ships were 
first berthed at Macao to report their arrivals to the factories and the Qing customs office at 
Canton. Thenceforth they sailed upriver, guided by Chinese pilots, along the narrow strait called 
Bocca Tigris 虎門 to Whampo Island 黃埔島 where they were moored during the trading season 
[Map 1]. The Guangdong Customs Superintendent 廣東粵海關監督 – called the Hoppo by the 
Europeans – dispatched his servants to measure the ships and inspect their cargo in order to 
calculate the port fees and customs.1 Once duties were paid, the trading party of each ship was 
assigned a security merchant 保商人 who would be held responsible for its trade that year, a 
Chinese factotum called a comprador, and an interpreter. A trade system based on this structure 
																																																								
1 Besides these duties, there were a number of other charges such as emperor’s duty and duties for local officials. 
See Hosea Ballou Morse, The Chronicles of the East India Company Trading to China, 1635-1834 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1926), vol. 1, 136-142. For the complex procedure of customs levy, see Paul van Dyke, The 
Canton Trade: Life and Enterprise on the China Coast, 1700-1845 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 
2005), 19-34. 
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emerged as early as the beginning of the eighteenth century and became de facto established in 
the 1730s.2  
 
<Map 1> “Map of the Pearl River Delta” from H. B. Morse, The 
International Relations of the Chinese Empire (1900), vol. 1, 1. 
 
 Throughout the eighteenth century, China maintained the largest volume of trade with 
Britain among all European countries. The Sino-British trade was monopolized by the British 
East India Company (EIC) until its exclusive right was revoked in 1833. While its trade attempts 
resulted in inconsistent returns in the seventeenth century, the EIC China trade was regularized 
in accordance with the increasing standardization of the Canton trade system. This coincided 
with the increasing concentration of the British trade at Canton, replacing the former multisite 
trade at Canton, Xiamen, and Chusan (Ningbo). The EIC trade at Canton was supervised by a 
group of merchants called supercargoes. As shrewd businessmen with years of experience in 
																																																								
2 Paul van Dyke, The Canton Trade: Life and Enterprise on the China Coast, 1700-1845 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2005), 5-18.  
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Asia, supercargoes oversaw the selling of imported cargo, which consisted chiefly of British 
woolens and Indian raw materials, and the purchasing of tea, porcelain, and silk for the returning 
ships. At the same time, they also managed the households of the British factory and kept watch 
over the activities of captains and crewmembers, who were not allowed to leave Whampo. When 
the trade season ended, supercargoes left Canton for nearby Macao or other ports in South and 
Southeast Asia until the next monsoon allowed them to come back onboard returning British 
ships. While the company’s official trade focused on tea, porcelain, and silk, a plethora of other 
commodities were traded by supercargoes, commanders, ship crewmembers, and other company 
officials on their private accounts. Objects such as lacquerware, silverware, ivory carvings, fans, 
watercolors, reversed mirror paintings, wallpapers, garments, and armorial porcelains were 
traded by individual merchants or commissioned to them by the company, its stockholders, 
friends, and clients.  
 Studies on the early modern Sino-British trade have largely focused on two aspects of the 
subject: the history of the Canton trade and the material culture of commodities. As the pioneer 
of the former group, Hosea Ballou Morse published The Chronicles of the East India Company 
Trading to China, 1635-1834 in the late 1920s based on the documents of the dissolved East 
India Company.3 In The Trading World of Asia and the English East India Company 1660-1760, 
K. N. Chaudhuri analyzed more systematically the structure and enterprise of the EIC within a 
broader Asian context.4 Meanwhile, scholars in the Sinophone world have focused more on the 
activities of the Co-hong or the system of “Thirteen Hong Merchants (shi san hang十三行)” 
																																																								
3 Hosea Ballou Morse, The Chronicles of the East India Company Trading to China, 1635-1834 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1926-1929).  
4 K. N. Chaudhuri, The Trading World of Asia and the English East India Company 1660-1760 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1978). 
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within the context of trade and Sino-Western interactions.5 Writing in both English and Chinese, 
Weng Eang Cheong has bridged the two fields by examining the financial and bureaucratic 
structure of the Hong merchants during the era of the Canton trade system.6 The most recent 
contributor to this genre of literature is Paul van Dyke, whose comprehensive work has 
reconstructed eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Canton as a global commercial center built out 
of the complex networks between Chinese and Western merchants.7  
 The latter group has focused on the objects of the Sino-British trade and the social and 
cultural history of their consumption in Europe. Consisting largely of curators, historians, and 
scholars of material culture, they have written on the middle and upper class consumption of 
famous Chinese export wares such as porcelain, silk, and lacquer and on their impact on status-
making, gender relations, and cultural aesthetics in British society.8 While such literature was 
rooted in the old paradigm that saw in eighteenth-century Britain the “birth of the consumer 
society,”9 it complicated the narrative by foregrounding the role of objects, and weaving more 
nuanced cultural factors – such as gender, identity of the urban middle class, and the aesthetics of 
																																																								
5 There are abundant studies on the Co-hong system and the Sino-Western trade written in Chinese. A few selective 
references could be Liang Jiabin, Guangdong shi san hang kao (A Study of the Thirteen Hong in Guangdong) 
(Guangzhou: Guangdong ren min chu ban she, 1999); Zhang Wenqin, Guangdong shi san hang yu zao qi zhong xi 
guang xi (The Thirteen Hong in Guangdong and the Early Sino-Western Relations) (Guangzhou: Guangdong jing ji 
chu ban she, 2009); Zhao Chunchen and Leng Dongzhu, ed. Lüe tan guangzhou shi san hang yan jiu hui gu yu fa 
zhan (A Brief Discussion of the Review and the Development of the Study of Guangzhou Thirteen Hong) 
(Guangzhou: Shi jie tu shu chu ban gong si, 2010). Besides this subject, the Chinese scholarship has also dealt with 
the maritime route of Canton’s foreign trade and the objects produced by the Canton trade. 
6 Weng Eang Cheong, The Hong Merchants of Canton: Chinese Merchants in Sino-Western Trade (Richmond: 
Curzon Press, 1997). 
7 Paul van Dyke, The Canton Trade: Life and Enterprise on the China Coast, 1700-1845 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2005). 
8 Oliver Impey, Chinoiserie: the Impact of Oriental Styles on Western Art and Decoration (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1977); Anna Jackson and Amin Jaffer, Encounters: The Meeting of Asia and Europe, 1500-1800 
(London: V&A, 2004); Maxine Berg, Luxury and Pleasure in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007); Stacey Sloboda, Chinoiserie – Commerce and Critical Ornament in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain (New York: Manchester University Press, 2014); Case studies published online at “East India Company at 
Home, 1757-1857” (University College London, 2013-2015, http://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/eicah/). 
9	Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J. H. Plumb, The Birth of the Consumer Society: Commercialization of the 
Eighteenth Century in England (London: Europa, 1982). By extension, social and cultural characteristics of early 
modern European consumer society were examined in John Brewer and Roy Porter, ed. Consumption and the World 
of Goods (New York: Routledge, 1993).  
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politeness – with economic history. In a similar vein, literary scholars have explored the various 
ways in which consumers’ sensual contact with Chinese objects resonated in literary 
imaginations and intellectual discourses.10 David Porter, for instance, has argued that Chinese 
objects and chinoiserie aesthetics gave rise to a discourse of exoticism in eighteenth-century 
material culture, which was actively utilized by women and artists to champion their cultural and 
aesthetic subjectivity against the male-dominated hegemony of classicism.11  
  Such literature has proven congenial to the transnational and cross-cultural frameworks 
that have been pursued in the growing body of scholarship in global history. As such, recent 
studies on the China trade have characterized export Chinese objects as early modern global 
objects that traveled across Eurasian and Euro-American ecumenes.12 Such objects were driving 
forces of economic exchanges, linking different cultures along their itineraries, emboding 
divergent forms of knowledge, and became adopted and appropriated into plural forms and uses. 
In these studies, the two streams of economic history and material culture have converged to 
raise stimulating questions about value, taste, and knowledge.   
------ 
 Building on this line of research, my dissertation examines one such object traded 
between Canton and Britain during the long eighteenth century: furniture. In the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, the British East India Company began importing a large quantity of furniture 
																																																								
10 William Appleton, A Cycle of Cathay: The Chinese Vogue in England during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Centuries (New York: Columbia University Press, 1951); David Porter, Ideographia: The Chinese Cipher in Early 
Modern Europe (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002); Elizabeth Chang, Britain’s Chinese Eye: Literature, 
Empire, and Aesthetics in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010); Elizabeth Jenkins, 
A Taste for China: English Subjectivity and the Prehistory of Orientalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); 
Peter Kitson, Forging Romantic China: Sino-British Cultural Exchanges, 1760-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013).  
11 David Porter, The Chinese Taste in Eighteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
12 Simon Shaffer, “Instruments and Cargo in the China Trade,” History of Science 44 (2006): 217-246; Maxine Berg, 
Felicia Gottmann, Hanna Hodacs, Chris Nierstrasz, ed. Goods from the East 1600-1800: Trading Eurasia (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello, ed. The Global Lives of Things: the Material 
Culture of Connections in the Early Modern World (New York: Routledge, 2016). 
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made in Canton. Unlike other objects of the China trade such as porcelain and lacquer, export 
Chinese furniture crafted with hardwoods from the Indian Ocean was produced according to 
European designs of the time and was thus indistinguishable from its Western counterparts. 
Following the itinerary of tropical timbers and manufactured furniture across India, China, and 
Britain, my dissertation examines the complex channels of institutional and private trade through 
which these “Eurasian” commodities were sourced, manufactured, requisitioned, and consumed. 
In this way, it highlights the importance of the cross-cultural transmission and reconfiguration of 
knowledge in such disparate domains as domestic material culture, cabinetmaking craft, and 
natural history.  
 In so doing, my dissertation intervenes in the study of the early modern China trade both 
conceptually and methodologically. First of all, if previous scholarship has largely focused on 
the consumption of objects in Europe, my dissertation emphasizes the production in Canton and, 
in particular, the importance of making and design in the process of knowledge transmission and 
the optimization of trade. Second, if previous studies have mostly portrayed a unilateral trade 
either from or to China, the framework of my dissertation is grounded in a bilateral trade 
consisting of the eastward movement of timbers and models and the westward movement of 
manufactured products. Within this overarching frame, furthermore, there were multi-tiered 
vectors of circulation within the local, intra-regional, and inter-regional boundaries. Finally, my 
dissertation weaves together the seemingly separate spheres of the company and the private 
trades. While studies focusing on individual enterprises have rightly underscored the importance 
of the private trade,13 the flow of wood and furniture shows that the two spheres were not so 
																																																								
13 Jessica Hanser, “British Private Traders and Their Clients in the Canton Debts Crisis, 1779-81,” (paper presented 
at the International Conference: Private Merchants of the China Trade, 1700-1842, Sun Yat-sen University, 
Guangzhou, China, November 15-17, 2013); “Part II. Private Trade and Networks,” in Goods from the East, 1600-
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much independent as intertwined. The institutional channels and networks established by the 
company were also actively appropriated by individual merchants in their private enterprises.  
 Furniture as a ubiquitous and quotidian commodity enables us to rethink the dominant 
interpretation of early modern cross-cultural objects, which is based on the notion of novelty. 
Scholars have argued that diverse forms of novelty – the strange, the mysterious, the exotic, the 
curious – formed the essential values of Chinese export porcelain and other goods in Europe. 
Likewise, the novelty of European instruments and clocks has been understood as the basis of 
their desirability in Qing China. How, then, can we account for the value of mundane furniture 
imported from China, which did not look different from British domestic furniture on appearance? 
I argue that the notions of practicality and superimposition precede that of novelty in the 
interpretation of export Chinese furniture. If novelty emphasizes the unprecedented nature of a 
new entity, superimposition occurs not when two entities mingle or hybridize but rather when 
traits of one entity become transferred onto another compatible one. Competitiveness in the 
global market and demand that stemmed from necessity, rather than desire for exotic luxury, 
enabled this object to exist within the context of Sino-British exchanges.  
 The notion of superimposition is relevant not only to the object itself but also to the forms, 
uses, and knowledge associated with it. Despite the universality of furniture in the early modern 
world, its particular forms and usages were tied to specific cultural norms and bodily practices, 
which differed greatly across regions. The movement and adaptation of furniture necessitated a 
negotiation between an existing system of knowledge and practice and one that traveled with the 
object. During such contested moments, as will be seen in the following chapters, one side often 
gained ascendency over the other. Yet, this was not due to incommensurability between Chinese 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
1800, 135-194; Meike von Brescius, Beyond Company Control: Merchant Mariners and European Private Trade in 
Chinese Export Wares, 1720-1770 (PhD dissertation, University of Warwick, 2016). 
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and British cultural matrices but was rather contingent upon specific circumstances in which a 
particular path of adaptation took place. For instance, the embodied nature of craft knowledge 
led Cantonese cabinetmakers to mobilize their familiar skills to recreate European forms instead 
of imitating the joinery used in provided models (chapter 2); a new type of round table 
introduced by European mariners was adapted frictionlessly into Cantonese material culture 
while a new, egalitarian dining practice was developing during the late eighteenth century 
(chapter 5); when Chinese and European arboreal knowledge encountered each other in Britain 
through the circulation of missionary texts and wooden objects, Chinese knowledge of wood 
became an ephemera soon overwritten by the ambitiously universalizing British botanical 
taxonomy (chapter 4).  
 Thus, my dissertation as a whole is an examination of a multifaceted “assemblage” that 
traveled either successfully or unsuccessfully with a material object. I construe the coexistence of 
the materiality of furniture and the intangible cultural, intellectual, technical, and artistic facets 
embodied in it as an assemblage, much in the sense Gilles Deleuze described it as that which 
“keeps very heterogeneous elements together; e.g. a sound, a gesture, a position, etc., both 
natural and artificial elements.”14 I view it as a heuristic apparatus that structures heterogeneous 
entities, which constitute the socio-materiality of furniture, within loosely relational scaffolding 
while eschewing a reductive explanation.15 In relation to the assemblage and movement, David 
Turnbull has pointed out the affinities among “knowledge, space, travel, and narratives” within 
the spheres of moving “knowledge traditions.”16 Emphasizing the empirical and situated nature 
																																																								
14 Gilles Deleuze, Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2006), 
179.  
15 Martin Müller has articulated five attributes of assemblage, which can be considered characteristics of the socio-
materiality of traveling furniture. Assemblages, according to him, are “relational,” “productive,” “heterogeneous,” 
“deterritorialized and reterritorialized,” and “desired.” Martin Müller, “Assemblage and Actor-Networks: 
Rethinking Socio-material Power, Politics, and Space,” Geography Compass 9.1 (2015): 28-29. 
16 David Turnbull, “Traveling Knowledge: Narratives, Assemblage and Encounters,” in Instruments, travel and 
Introduction                                                                                                                                                               
	 9 
of knowledge making, he underlines the mutual constitution of space and knowledge. In a similar 
vein, my dissertation investigates the plural places in which the itinerant assemblage associated 
with furniture was re-contextualized. The loci of re-contextualization were not just geographical 
but also abstract and material. Besides trans-regional trade and regional material cultures, the 
physical body of the furniture and the botanical taxonomy related to commercial timbers were, 
too, subject to constant reconfiguration due to the new ideas and practices that permeated them.  
  Methodologically, therefore, my goal is to construct a viable model that can bring 
together the studies of material culture, the circulation of knowledge, the history of craft and 
technology, and cultural and economic history in carrying out the largely interdisciplinary study 
of traveling furniture. The premise of my experimental methodology goes beyond considering 
objects simply as historical evidence to posit that they are not only embodiments of knowledge 
and sentiments but also agents in the creation and mediation of human sensory, cognitive, and 
cultural practices. This perspective is guided by the study of body-material relationships pursued 
in recent scholarship in the fields of art history, the history of science and technology, and the 
interdisciplinary study of craft. Art historian Jonathan Hay, for instance, has explored the 
affective capacity of objects in the context of early modern Chinese decorative arts.17 Historians 
of science such as Pamela Smith have called for a material turn in the methods of the history of 
science, particularly in relation to the empirical knowledge that emerged from the sensory 
engagement with matter.18 Anthropologists and sociologists such as Tim Ingold, Trevor 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
science: itineraries of precision from the seventeenth to the twentieth century, ed. Marie-Noëlle Bourguet, Christian 
Licoppe, and H. Otto Sibum (New York: Routledge, 2002), 273. 
17 Jonathan Hay, Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in Early Modern China (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 2010). 
18 Simon Shaffer, “Experimenters’ Techniques, Dyers’ Hands, and the Electric Planetarium,” ISIS 88.3 (September 
1997): 456-483; Lorraine Daston, ed., Things That Talk (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2002); Pamela 
Smith, The Body of the Artisan: The Art and Experience in the Scientific Revolution (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004); Pamela Smith, Amy Meyers, and Harold Cook, ed. Ways of Making and Knowing: the 
Material Culture of Empirical Knowledge (Ann Arbor: Michigan University Press, 2014).  
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Marchand, and Richard Sennett have conceptualized the situated and embodied nature of 
artisanal skills in the acquisition and transmission of knowledge.19 In the context of Chinese 
traditional crafts, anthropologist Yiyi Xu has examined the knowledge system of Chinese 
artisans that unfolded through their interaction with materials, tools, and forms.20 Finally, 
focusing on the specific field of woodworking and carpentry, Michael Baxandall and Robert 
Tarule have respectively explored the artisanal knowledge and practice of early modern 
limewood sculptors in Germany and of a seventeenth-century New England joiner, Thomas 
Dennis, both of which were deeply informed by their embodied relationship to the objects and 
nature.21  
 While the analytic framework of my dissertation is informed by such scholarship that 
delves into the situated-ness of material knowledge and body-object interactions, it is equally 
sensitive to their movement. Historians of science have explored the changing nature of 
empirical knowledge in relation to its movement and textual codification.22 Sven Dupré and 
Christoph Lüthy, in their edited volume, Silent Messengers, have brought objects to the focal 
point of knowledge production and circulation.23 Indeed, objects – or more broadly, 
“nonhumans ” – have been understood in such fields as actor-network theory and transnational 
																																																								
19 Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays in Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill (New York: Routledge, 
2003); Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008); Trevor Marchand, ed. Making 
Knowledge: Explorations of the Indissoluble Relation between Mind, Body, and Environment (Malden: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2010). 
20 Yiyi Xu, “The Knowledge System of the Traditional Chinese Craftsman,” West 86th 20.2 (fall/winter 2013): 155-
172. 
21 Michael Baxandall, The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance Germany (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980); 
Robert Tarule, The Artisan of Ipswich: Craftsmanship and Community in Colonial New England (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University, 2007). 
22 Harold Cook, Matters of Exchange: Commerce, Medicine, and Science in the Dutch Golden Age (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2007); Kapil Raj, Relocating Modern Science: Circulation and the Construction of 
Knowledge in South China and Europe, 1650-1900 (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2007); Pamela Smith, 
“Knowledge in Motion: Following Itineraries of Matter in the Early Modern World,” in Cultures in Motion, ed. 
Daniel Rogers, Bhavani Raman, and Helmut Reimitz (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 109-133. 
23 Sven Dupré and Christoph Lüthy, ed. Silent Messengers: The Circulation of Material Objects of Knowledge in the 
Early Modern Low Countries (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2011). 
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material culture as not only congenial to travel but also taking on plural meanings through 
sociocultural “translations” that take place along their travels.24 Building on this line of studies, 
the central interest of my dissertation lies in the itineraries of furniture’s interwoven materiality 
and epistemology, which unfolded in material culture, natural history, and craft practices within 
a trans-regional context. 
 In this trans-regional context, I use the term “Chinese” deliberately loosely to embrace its 
rich semantics. In the eighteenth century, it denoted a cluster of concepts including provenance, 
authorship, and an artistic style. Such meanings were not coherent but in fact inherently 
contradictory – as in the case of Chinese craftsmanship concealed under British appearances and 
British furniture made in Chinese style. The Chinese was sometimes an unspoken denominator in 
early modern Britain, subordinate to the overarching classifiers such as India (as origin) and 
Japan (as skills). Nevertheless, the slippage between authorship and design, provenance and 
craftsmanship reflected complex identities and manifold representations of the object, which 
could not be attributed to a single national entity. Indeed, the furniture traded between China and 
Britain during the long eighteenth century was made of South Asian timbers, with Chinese 
joinery, and in British forms. As such, it was innately Eurasian, and its character was 
heterogeneous. 
------ 
 As a study of moving objects and their material, cultural, and epistemic constitutions, the 
sources of my dissertation are by nature diverse and fragmentary. They comprise a wide range of 
textual, visual, and material sources scattered unevenly across China, Britain, and to some extent, 
																																																								
24 Michael Callon, “Some Elements of a Sociology of Translation: Domestication of the Scallops and the Fishermen 
of Brieuc Bay,” in Power, Action, and Belief: A New Sociology of Knowledge, ed. John Law (London: Rutledge, 
1986), 196-223; Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005); Finbarr Flood, Objects of Translation: Material Culture and Medieval “Hindu-Muslim” 
Encounter (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009). 
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continental Europe. Concerning the British sources, I have mainly used East India Company 
trade documents, auction catalogues, travelogues, botanical and pharmaceutical writings, 
household inventories, and literary sources including poems and dramas. Records relating to 
export furniture and the furniture trade in general are almost nonexistent in China. We know 
little about the artisans who made furniture or the merchants who sold it to the foreigners in 
Canton during the long eighteenth century. Thus, I relied on indirect sources including a well-
known carpentry manual, taxation records, and literati writings produced during the Qing 
dynasty, as well as on documents of the imperial palace workshops as points of reference. In 
addition to these textual sources, my dissertation relies greatly upon visual and material sources, 
most of which are extant pieces of furniture and their pictorial representations kept in various 
museums, historic houses, and private collections in the UK and China.  
 Unfortunately, with only a few exceptions, most of the sources that I relied upon were 
produced intermittently – covering a few decades at most – and the terminology concerning 
furniture and wood used in them is often so generic that it is difficult to precisely ascertain the 
contours of furniture’s transnational movement and circulation. Moreover, problems of 
translation and linguistic incommensurability between Chinese and English raise additional 
obstacles to the understanding of the furniture’s cross-cultural traversal. Without the aid of 
material objects, therefore, it is impossible to discern the provenance and form of the objects in 
inventories and catalogues that are recorded simply as “Japan cabinets,” “India screens,” or the 
like. Even when there are word-for-word translations available, as in the case of rosewood (huali) 
and redwood (hongmu), the different methods used to authenticate and assess objects in 
eighteenth-century Britain and China obfuscate our perception of a basic identification.  
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 As a result, a coherent narrative arc is difficult to trace, and a dense microscopic 
sociocultural history is similarly hard to perform, since we lack in-depth knowledge of many of 
the human actors who were deeply involved in the production and consumption of this furniture. 
While studies in material culture have paid particular attention to the material environments in 
which human interactions with objects generate cultural agency and how this agency transforms 
both the subject and the object,25 a so-called “Appadurian moment” is difficult to detect in the 
consumption of export Chinese furniture in Britain due to the insufficient amount of remaining 
historical documents concerning specific objects and their owners. This does not, however, mean 
that a cultural history of export furniture is just a jumble of epiphenomena. On the contrary, the 
fragmentary information kept in diverse sources points to the broad spectrum of meanings and 
interests early modern tradespeople and consumers attached to mundane objects like furniture. It 
also points to the extent to which the history of the ordinary and the everyday has been omitted 
from the conventional sources of history writing.    
 Since furniture was never an object of major commercial concern for British merchants, 
its appearance in the EIC documents is marginal. Nevertheless, the EIC records on shipping and 
factory maintenance offer a glimpse of the overall pattern that the ordering and transportation of 
this commodity displayed during the eighteenth century. Undoubtedly, such documents are 
written from the British perspective and inform us only superficially about the Chinese 
merchants (let alone artisans) who were involved in the trade. Therefore, instead of following the 
itinerary of a single object too closely, I decided to focus on the framework of objects’ 
movement. Combining records of the outbound private trades in London and Canton with 
records of the transportation of tropical woods between India and China, I was able to grasp the 
																																																								
25 A canonical study in this line is Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural 
Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).  
Introduction                                                                                                                                                               
	 14 
kinds of wood and furniture that circulated between Britain and China with India serving as a 
pivotal node.  
 With regard to the production of export furniture in Canton, as well, few written records 
survive to date in China and abroad. We do know about a handful Cantonese cabinetmakers, but 
this is because they were recruited to and registered at the palace workshops in Beijing and not 
because their productive activities in their hometowns were recorded in local documents. In 
order to understand artisanal practice in the Cantonese context, I used records about carpenters’ 
guilds included in local gazetteers and conducted oral interviews with a master carpenter in 
Guangzhou whose lineage has been deeply involved in the local furniture-making industry for 
generations. Additionally, limited but detailed information about the layout of carpenters’ shops 
in the foreign district as well as about the interaction between Cantonese shopkeepers and 
foreign merchants was attainable from the memoirs of British and American merchants 
published in the first half of the nineteenth century. A continuous presence of carpenters’ shops 
in the same neighborhood was also identifiable in city guidebooks published for Western tourists 
at the turn of the twentieth century. This patchwork of sources shows that the Cantonese 
furniture-making industry thrived during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and that the 
export market greatly contributed to it. 
 Informative as they are, supercargoes’ diaries, merchants’ correspondences, botanical 
treatises, inventories, and auction catalogues sometimes contain contradictory information about 
wood and furniture in the cross-cultural context. At times, therefore, it is necessary to consult 
research in contemporary botany and the chemical analysis of wood specimens in order to 
overcome the lacunae and vagueness created by eighteenth-century lexicons. I do not aim, 
however, for a complete reconciliation and explication of conflicting terminologies and 
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information. Rather, I embrace this lexical incommensurability and these semantic slippages in 
order both to underscore the complexities of intercultural encounters of knowledge and to 
highlight what they tell us about the respective structures of the Chinese and British knowledge 
of wood and craft.   
 Objects consequently play a pivotal role in my dissertation, where they constitute both 
the subject of study and the means of substantiation. Objects do not just complement texts. They 
lend themselves to different ways of knowing and pursuing historical inquiries: the unwritten 
practice of Cantonese artisans’ cabinetmaking, for example, is reified on the body of the 
furniture they made; and Western round tables, ubiquitous in old Cantonese houses yet 
unrecorded in most historical documents, hint at a distinctive pattern of material practices 
associated with their localization. Cultural and epistemic questions – such as how to make, how 
to use, and how to know about furniture and its correlates – consequently preside over my 
dissertation. More than just accounting for the prosperity of the export furniture trade, objects 
demonstrate how and under what constraints this trade took shape, how it linked together diverse 
spatial and temporal domains, and what cultural meanings it accrued.  
------ 
 The ensuing chapters neither follow a linear chronology nor possess a unified narrative 
arc. The temporal framework of my dissertation, which spans from the late seventeenth century 
to the first half of the nineteenth century, loosely binds the unsynchronized spheres of the 
production, trade, and consumption of export furniture with the more expansive cultural and 
epistemic changes taking place in Britain and China at the time. Without reducing the narrative 
complexity of the following chapters to neat processes or causalities, I will summarize several 
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pivotal moments of emergence or confluence in order to aid the reader in following this 
multifaceted and multidimensional history.  
 From around the 1650s, an increasing number and variety of Asian woods were imported 
to Britain and were used in the making of fine furniture, especially in marquetry and veneering. 
This included rosewood, logged and shipped from the Indian Ocean region, which is, in addition 
to furniture, occupies an important place in my dissertation. Around the same time, the Qing 
state succeeded the Ming in 1644 and opened up a new era in the history of Eurasian maritime 
trade. After the temporary ban on coastal trade was lifted in 1684, the Qing government 
established the Guangdong Maritime Customs at Canton, which supervised international trade. 
In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the central techniques of British 
cabinetmaking changed from mortise-and-tenon joinery to dovetail joinery. This produced 
furniture with an even exterior surface, which was veneered with a variety of exotic woods. The 
increasing popularity of foreign cabinet timbers in Britain preconditioned the import of Chinese 
hardwood furniture from the early eighteenth century on.  
 Around 1720, furniture was transferred into the realm of the private trade that was 
pursued alongside the EIC company trade. An increasing number of furniture pieces were found 
in the inventories of supercargoes and captains’ private trade registries until approximately 1740. 
From about 1740, supercargoes’ private trade turned to a commission-based system. Circa 1757, 
the Canton trade system, by which the Qing state restricted all international trade to the port of 
Canton alone, became official, although this system had been de facto practiced for several 
decades. In the 1760s, the Sino-British trade in Indian sandalwood and redwood became 
normalized. Alongside the increasing stability of trade, the British merchants stationed in Canton 
brought more pieces of furniture from home and also bought more pieces from local artisans. 
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Consequently, from the 1760s, there was an increasing visibility of British furniture – made in 
both Britain and Canton – in the foreign district of Canton.  
 The mid-eighteenth century also witnessed a transformation in the British furniture 
industry that had an enduring impact on the design and production of export furniture in Canton. 
In 1754, cabinetmaker Thomas Chippendale published The Gentleman and Cabinetmaker’s 
Director that contained a plenitude of styles designed with what he called the “Chinese” taste. If 
the chinoiserie images illustrated on the surfaces of porcelains, textiles, wallpapers, and lacquers 
were generally two-dimensional, Chippendale transformed them into three-dimensional bodies 
through sculptural pagodas, pavilions, and lattices on his Chinese-style furniture. In addition to 
Chippendale furniture, an embryonic form of wood specimen cabinet came into existence around 
1760. This cabinet brought a variety of woods sourced from all over the world into a display of 
neat grids and thus delivered both aesthetic and epistemic pleasure to the beholder. 
  Set against the background of this loose chronology, Chapter 1 begins with an in-depth 
examination of the intra-Asian timber trade conducted by the British East India Companies as the 
precondition for the furniture trade. Tropical timbers such as redwood and sandalwood from the 
Indian Ocean were brought to Canton by European merchants who sold them to their Chinese 
counterparts. Most of this timber was locally consumed in making domestic furniture and other 
objects, but some was fabricated into furniture that was then re-exported to Europe. 
Commencing in the early eighteenth century as part of the EIC’s company trade, the furniture 
trade slipped into the sphere of private trade by the 1720s as the EIC shifted its focus to more 
profitable tea, silk, and porcelain. Noting the importance of both institutional and personal 
networks, I examine the processes of transaction, pricing, and shipping in order to show how the 
private trade in furniture was governed by varying economic, cultural, and personal interests. I 
Introduction                                                                                                                                                               
	 18 
also explore how the parameters of the maritime trade conditioned the forms and types of objects 
transported as cargo. 
 Continuing the discussion of wood traded between China and Britain, Chapter 2 takes a 
closer look at the natural knowledge associated with it. Reading mid-eighteenth-century 
botanical treatises and travelogues, I show how a growing body of knowledge concerning nature 
and culture outside Europe re-shaped British understandings of rosewood. Although the term 
“rosewood” historically referred to a genus believed to grow in the Eastern periphery of Europe, 
in the second half of the eighteenth century it increasingly came to designate a cluster of 
hardwood species growing in Asia, including China. Within this context, Enlightenment 
encyclopedists became particularly keen on identifying the Chinese name for rosewood and its 
cultural values. Chinese rosewood objects also became collectable items that appeared in the 
catalogues of late eighteenth-century cabinets of curiosities. Beginning and concluding the 
chapter with a discussion of a wood-specimen cabinet that used rosewood in two conceptually 
different categories of aesthetic representation and epistemic presentation, I argue that the 
knowledge of Chinese rosewood found its place in a precarious marriage between cultural 
discourse and natural history, which culminated in the mid-eighteenth century.   
 Shifting the stage to Cantonese artisanal workshops, Chapter 3 investigates the episteme 
of Cantonese cabinetmakers revealed in the making of export furniture by analyzing the joinery 
of extant furniture. During their seasonal stay in Canton, the EIC merchants furnished their 
factory with European-style furniture produced locally. By combining visual, material, and 
textual sources, I show how such furniture came to be produced by Cantonese cabinetmakers. 
Placing the joinery of extant furniture pieces in dialogue with the information contained in a 
seventeenth-century carpentry manual, The Classic of Lu Ban (Lu ban jing), I show that early 
Introduction                                                                                                                                                               
	 19 
modern Cantonese cabinetmakers recreated – rather than reproduced – European furniture by 
analyzing objects structurally through their embodied knowledge of joinery. Furthermore, I show 
how the unfolding of such craft knowledge was contingent upon changing social and economic 
conditions as Canton’s furniture industry became capitalized in the late eighteenth century. 
 Turning to the cultural sphere of early modern Britain, Chapter 4 examines the divergent 
cultural roles that Chinese cabinets performed in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In 
Britain, the cabinet was a novel kind of furniture that continuously transformed and multiplied its 
functions throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. I show how the meaning of the 
Chinese cabinet was tied to the evolution of the polysemic word “cabinet” and the cultural 
imagination and sensitivities that developed with it. In particular, I compare two types of display 
cabinets – lacquer and hardwood – to underline the plural modes of cultural representation, 
spatial organization, and sensory engagement Chinese cabinets fostered: if the mysterious 
interior space of lacquered cabinets invoked an intimate, personal relationship with the body, 
hardwood display cabinets distanced the beholder from tactile contact by resorting to the visual 
mode of engagement with its transparent space; if objects in the former were arranged irregularly, 
that of the latter, with the increasingly rationalized use of space, were classified and ordered in 
such a way as to produce a readily perceivable coherent knowledge. 
 The final chapter shifts the setting back to Canton and examines the ramifications of the 
furniture trade in local material culture through a case study of round tables. In the mid-
eighteenth century, two types of European round tables traveled across the boundary of the city’s 
trading piers and made their way into local everyday life. Originating in early modern British 
furniture, these round tables gradually spread from export furniture workshops to Cantonese 
houses, where they found novel meanings and uses in the forging of a new culture of sociability 
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and utility that emerged during the late eighteenth century. Collating visual, material, and textual 
sources, I thus show the central role that the flow of goods and ideas along local and global trade 






From Company to Private Hands:  
The Sino-British Trade in Tropical Timbers and Furniture, 1700-1770 
 
 
I. Introduction: The Early Company Trade in Furniture 
 Around the turn of the eighteenth century, ships of the British East India Company (EIC) 
aiming to launch a stable trade with China began appearing annually at the ports of Canton 
(Guangzhou), Amoy (Xiamen), and Chusan (near Ningbo) in the southeastern coast of the 
country. Each year they returned to Britain full of commodities including teas, silks, porcelains, 
fans, ivory objects, lacquerware, silverware, watercolors, and wallpapers. The chartered 
company monopolizing the China trade mandated all goods, both formal and private, be 
registered in the company accounts and sold through auctions held at the East India House, 
which was located on Leadenhall Street in the City of London [fig. 1.1]. During the embryonic 
stage of the trade in the early eighteenth century, the objects sold at the auctions consisted of a 
plethora of eclectic items procured by opportunistic endeavors, much more varied and 
inconsistent than those sold in the later more organized trade.  
 One of the objects significant in both the scale and frequency of its sale during those 
early years was furniture. It is now well known that lacquered furniture from East Asia, such as 
screens, cabinets, and chest-of-drawers, was popular among wealthy Europeans far before the 
eighteenth century. The so-called Bantam and Coromandel lacquerware, known through the 
Portuguese and Dutch trades with East and Southeast Asia in the seventeenth century, formed the 
earliest European collections of Asian curios. Although a latecomer to this lucrative trade, by the 
late seventeenth century, the EIC forayed as well into the market of Asian lacquers. A letter titled 
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“Directions about Lacquered Ware,” sent on board Liampo Frigat dispatched to China in 1699 
articulates the scale of investment and ambition the company placed in lacquer furniture. The 
letter demanded a requisition of cabinets, screens, and desks, the requested amount of which was 
approximately 3000 pieces. They were further divided into eight different designs, which were to 
be guided by “some samples of Lacquer Wares” – likely drawings or miniatures – sent along 
with the letter. Listed numerically, such objects were to be “inlayed with Mother of Pearl with 
figures,” made in “black and gold” or “red and gold,” or “engraved work, [of which] the ground 
gold [should be] landscapes and figures.”1 Interestingly, the letter demands all the items be 
“lacquered in Japan.”2 Although we cannot know whether this seemingly unrealistic request was 
executed by the company’s delegates in China,3 the letter reveals unequivocally that the East 
India Company had developed an invested interest in Asian lacquer furniture by the turn of the 
eighteenth century.  
 The documents of the EIC sale in London, however, show that the furniture imported 
from China was not just lacquerware but in fact varied significantly in kind. In 1696, for instance, 
of the 912 assembled pieces of furniture brought on board Martha, Sarah, and Dorothy and sold 
between November and December, 301 were lacquered pieces, accounting for only 30 percent of 
the total items.4 Yet, this number does not include a large quantity of single boards and frames 
imported to be assembled into screens and wall panels, which will be discussed later. The rest of 
the auction items consisted of furniture made of stone, ivory, and a large number of unspecified 
																																																								
1 China Materials, 1699-1702. British Library (BL): India Office Records (IOR) /G/12/6: 792. 
2 This is probably because Japanese lacquerware was understood to be of the highest quality and thus to be most 
lucrative of all Asian lacquers. 
3 To supercargoes in China, this could alternatively mean to purchase lacquerware made locally in Japanese style. 
Called yangqi 洋漆, such a style was also popular in Chinese domestic market.  
4 IOR/B/41: 222-271. This does not include goods sourced from other intermediaries such as Armenian merchants. 
For instance, Armenian merchants provided five lacquered chests and two escritoires sold at the auction on 
Wednesday, September 16, 1696. IOR/B/41: 189. 
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woods, sometimes inlaid with mother of pearl [table 1]. A similar pattern continued in the 
following years, in which lacquered furniture comprised less than half of the total cargo. As an 
extreme example, of 142 pieces of tea tables imported onboard Fleet Friget in 1697, not a single 
piece was catalogued as lacquered.5 Certainly, this does not exclude the possibility of 
misidentification or omission. Still, considering the preponderant attention accorded to export 
Chinese lacquer in studies of the early modern Sino-European trade, the EIC sales records shed 
light on the diversity of the materials that constituted imported Chinese furniture around 1700.  
<Table 1. Furniture imported on board Martha, Sarah, and Dorothy, sold between November and 
December 1699>6 
 
                              





Screens Desks, Tables  Dressing boxes and other cases Others 
Lacquer 14 304pcs boards 209 78 47pcs frames 
Mother of pearl  2   311  
Stone   22 1 4  
Ivory    69  
Unidentified  34 145 23  
 
 As the sales records as well as the 1699 dispatch letter imply, the volume of furniture 
imported from Asia amounted to thousands of pieces. It is not difficult to imagine that such a 
large scale of import posed a significant threat to the British furniture industry. Thus, in the 
beginning of the eighteenth century, joiners of London published a pamphlet in which they 
castigated the encroachment of Asian furniture in the domestic market and solicited legal 
intervention. Titled “The Case of the Joyners Company against the Importation of Manufactured 
Cabinet-Work from the East Indies,” the petition is full of resentment against the imported 
furniture and the loss of market shares attributed to it.  
But several Merchants, and others, Trading to the East-Indies, and to Several Ports and 
Places thereabouts, have procured to be made in London, of late Years; and sent over to 
the East-Indies, Patterns and Models of all sorts of Cabinet Goods; and have Yearly 
																																																								
5 IOR/B/41: 321. 
6 Data collected from IOR/B/41: 223-588. 
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return’d from thence such great quantities of Cabinet-Wares, Manufactured there, after 
the English Fashion, by our Models, that the said Trade in England is in great Danger of 
being utterly Ruined […] The following Goods, Manufactured in India, have been 
imported within these Four Years, viz. The Hundred forty four Cabinets, Six Thousand 
five hundred eighty two Tea-Tables, Four hundred twenty eight Chests, Seventy Trunks, 
Fifty Screens, Five hundred eighty nine Looking-Glass Frames, Six hundred fifty five 
Tops for Stands, Eight hundred eighteen Lacquer’d Boards, Five hundred ninety seven 
Sconces, and Four thousand one hundred twenty Dressing, Comb, and Powder Boxes. […] 
Wherefore ‘tis hoped the Wisdom of this Honorable House will Interpose for the Relief 
of these poor Artificers, &c.7 
 
As seen in the aforementioned sources, the figures in this article were by no means exaggerated. 
Moreover, the pamphlet hints at important characteristics of the Sino-British furniture trade. First 
of all, it classifies these objects as “cabinetwork” rather than lacquerware or joinery. This 
indicates that artisans in London perceived such objects as sophisticated furniture regardless of 
their materiality. Second, the ire is most escalated in the discussion of the mechanism of overseas 
production; the cabinetmakers were infuriated primarily because English merchants sent to Asia 
“Patterns and Models” of English furniture to be “manufactured there, after the English fashion” 
and reimported, in their view, as illegitimately copied products. The identity of Englishness aside, 
this provides telling evidence that imported Asian furniture could be visually classified as 
familiarly “English” rather than what could be imagined as strange, foreign, or Asian.  
 Whether or not this complaint was legally considered, the entreaty of London joiners was 
eventually realized, and by the 1720s the East India Company no longer imported furniture in 
bulk through its official trade. Nevertheless, furniture made in Canton was still traded by private 
hands. Commanders and supercargoes who worked for the company were the major 
intermediaries of the trade. This chapter explores the Sino-British trade in tropical timbers and 
furniture during the first three quarters of the eighteenth century. While much attention has been 
paid to one type of furniture – lacquer – from the material angle, this chapter views furniture 
																																																								
7 Worshipful Company of Joiners, “The Case of the Joyners Company, against the Importation of Manufactured 
Cabinet-Work from the East-Indies” (London, ca. 1700) n.p., n.d (British Library, 816.m.13(2)). 
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from a morphological perspective as a category of objects composed of wood that contains 
mechanical and material diversities in its form and structure. Sidestepping the discourse of 
exoticism much discussed in previous scholarship, this chapter will examine the phenomenon of 
“substitution” as it was expressed by the resentful London joiners and the cultural, economic, 
and environmental issues that it entailed.  
 In so doing, this chapter will explore the larger implications of the parameters and 
cultures of the maritime China trade in the early modern world, focusing on how it shaped and 
conditioned the nature of the export furniture as a cross-cultural object. This chapter thus 
contributes to the study of the early modern China trade in three ways. First, it suggests a new 
framework for understanding the trade by highlighting how a commodity was produced from 
bidirectional exchanges between Britain and China with India as a mediating link. Chinese 
export furniture was the product of a seamless Eurasian trade that linked together a trade in raw 
materials and one in manufactured products. Second, by focusing on the round-trip itinerary of 
objects, it also underlines the complex circulation of materials through the intricately interwoven 
channels of the official and private trades. Timbers imported to Canton by the EIC company 
trade were made into furniture, which then was exported by individual merchants back to Britain. 
Finally, this chapter demonstrates that the private trade had plural dimensions. While small and 
expensive objects constituted an important part of it, furniture exemplifies an overlooked aspect 
of the trade: that which dealt with quotidian objects not necessarily branded as “Chinese.” 
Likewise, the furniture trade itself was bifurcated between lacquer and hardwood commodities, 




 The chapter will begin with an in-depth examination of the intra-Asian timber trade 
mediated by the EIC, focusing on two hardwood species – redwood and sandalwood. The 
Canton-bound EIC ships often brought tropical timbers harvested in India as a means to finance 
the expense of the returning cargo. In the second part, the chapter will focus on the furniture 
made in Canton with these timbers for British private traders who exported it back to Britain. 
The imported timbers and exported furniture together highlight the complex networks and 
channels that constituted the eighteenth-century Eurasian maritime trade. 
 
II. Intra-Asian Wood Trade 
 The furniture trade between China and Britain included both the official trade of the East 
India Company and the private trade of the merchants associated with it. This trade created a 
complex web of exchange in which wood and manufactured products circulated across and 
beyond two oceanic circles – the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. Much of the plain 
export Chinese furniture still extant in Britain is made of tropical hardwoods sourced in South 
and Southeast Asia. Canton, an entrepôt and hub of China’s international trade during much of 
the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), sparked the jealousy of other domestic centers of furniture 
production for the abundant superior timbers available in the local market. Guangdong Province, 
of which Canton was the capital city, did produce high quality timbers such as huali 花梨 
(rosewood) and zitan 紫檀 (red sandalwood), mainly in one of its coastal islands called Hainan. 
Still, a great quantity of such timbers was imported through various routes from Indochina, the 
Malay Peninsula, the Philippine and Indonesian archipelagoes, as well as the Indian subcontinent.  
 According to Qing sources, many such trade routes had been established during the Ming 
period (1364-1644), if not earlier. Qu Dajun’s (1630-1696), in his New Sayings of Guangdong 
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(Guangdong xin yu), mentions that major commercial timbers imported from these regions 
included ebony or blackwood (wumu 烏木), sappan wood (sumu 蘇木), rosewood (hualimu 花
梨木), sandalwood (tanxiang 檀香), and red sandalwood (zitan 紫檀 or zitanxiang紫檀香). Of 
these, blackwood and sappan wood were broadly imported from Champa (Southern Vietnam), 
Siam, Chenla (current Cambodia), Malacca, Java, Sumatra, and Ceylon. The source of rosewood 
was limited to the Indochinese Peninsula – mainly Champa and Siam. Sandalwood and red 
sandalwood were also sourced from Champa and Siam, as well as Malacca.8 Not all of these 
timbers were used in furniture making, of course. Sappan wood was an important herbal 
ingredient in Chinese medicine and was used as a dyestuff together with red sandalwood. 
Equally versatile was sandalwood, which was used in incense making, medicine, and carving. 
Yet, many of such woods – certainly rosewood and ebony but also all kinds of sandalwood – 
were used heavily in furniture making. 
Redwood 
 Although omitted in Qu’s account, the Indian subcontinent was another major source of 
such tropical timbers. Having secured its foothold in several coastal regions of India, the British 
East India Company was deeply engaged in the wood trade between its posts on the coasts of 
India and Canton throughout the eighteenth century. The woods traded among these tripartite 
entities of India, the EIC, and Canton were mainly redwood and sandalwood. They constituted a 
significant part of the EIC’s import cargo to Canton every year. Although it is difficult to 
pinpoint when the English merchants first intervened in the intra-Asian wood trade in the 
seventeenth century, they were already selling such timbers as a commodity in the domestic 
market by the end of the century. The sales record of 1696, for instance, notes that the company 
																																																								




sold 15 tons of redwood at a rate of £1.10 per hundred logs as well as 10 tons of red sandalwood 
at a price of £1.09 to Nathaniel Long.9 On August 9, 1698, it was ordered that the “Red wood, 
[brought] by the King William & Sidney be put up to sale, at four & five tons, in a lot, and be 
rated at four pounds per hundred.”10 
 Additionally, the EIC used Indian redwood as dunnage in the company ships during their 
maritime voyages. The dispatch letters sent from the Court of Directors to the ships sailing to the 
East Indies help identify the source of such timbers and their values. A 1708 letter to the 
“Governor & Council of Bencoolen (now Bengkulu City, Sumatra)” states under the third article, 
“Concerning investments of goods proper for Europe,” that “We continue our former orders to 
the Coast & Bay11 to supply you with necessary quantities of Redwood and Salt Petre and would 
have [you] load the six percent dunnage if you have Redwood sufficient and no more on each 
ship.”12 The letter further notes that six percent was a maximum amount that allowed each ship 
to pay only half the freight. Moreover, redwood was “at present so very little in demand here that 
it [would] [scarcely] bear half freight so as to get any thing by it.”13 The same entreaty was 
voiced in the letter to the Council of Fort St. George (Madras) in the same year: “We would have 
you send [Bencoolen] the Charterparty quantity of Redwood for Dunnage but neither of you 
must send us no more of it than the bare six percent in Charterparty which though it is at half 
freight is not worth the bringing as the markets now go.” The Court further proposed to lift duties 
if captains substituted redwood with “canes or rattans” in order to “prevent being burden’d with 
that commodity till what we have in warehouse be spent.” The amount of redwood to be supplied 
																																																								
9 IOR/B/41: 182, 223. 
10 IOR/B/41: 558. 
11 This means the Coromandel Coast of the Bay of Bengal, of which the biggest port was Fort St. George (better 
known as Madras), which is currently Chennai.  
12 Dispatch Book, 1706-10. IOR/E/3/96: 325-326. 
13 IOR/E/3/96: 326. 
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at Fort George was 500 pieces.14 Such concerns were reiterated in the letters sent to various ports 
in the east coast of India from 1709 to 1711.15 This indicates that the major entrepôt for redwood 
was located in the Coromandel Coast off the Bay of Bengal. Furthermore, the repeated messages 
imply that however useful it may have been as dunnage, Indian redwood was no more desired 
than canes or rattans in the British market in the early eighteenth century.  
 Thus, it would certainly not have displeased the company’s headquarters in London when 
their merchants found a market for Indian redwood in China. On April 4, 1704, the company 
ship Streatham bound for China filled 20 percent of its freight with redwood at Fort George.16 
Charles Lockyer, who was onboard Streatham likely as a company official, published an account 
of its three-year voyage in 1711. His account contains some details about the source of the 
redwood shipped in Madras. He states that Fort St. David, located to the south of Fort George, is 
renowned for “the great Quantities of Callicoes and Muslin that are brought thence for Europe,” 
and continues, “Metchlepatam, Vizagapatam, and Maddapollam, betwixt them, are Factories 
continued for the sake of Redwood, and the Cotton Manufactures, which are here in the greatest 
Perfection.”17 Lockyer was misinformed about the location of the factories, for they – which are 
currently Machilipatnam, Visakhapatnam, and Madapolam (Narsapur) – were located not to the 
south of Madras but further north toward the Bay of Bengal, in a region later called the Northern 
Circars under the administration of British India. [fig. 1.2]18 This region was also a source of 
																																																								
14	IOR/E/3/96: 424, 453. 
15	See IOR/E/3/97: 109, 146, 413. 
16	China Materials,1702-4. IOR/G/12/7: 975. 
17	Charles Lockyer, An Account of the Trade in India (London, 1711), 13. 
18	Both the eighteenth-century maps of the Madras Presidency and the gazetteers of the Vizagapatnam District up to 
the early twentieth century disprove Lockyer’s knowledge of geography. See, for instance, David Freemantle 
Carmmichael, A Manuel of the District of Vizagapatam, in the Presidency of Madras (1869) and W. Francis, The 
Madras Gazetteers: Vizagapatam (1906). The Gazetteer (p. 1) states, “Vizagapatam lies on the east coast of the 
Presidency and, except Ganjám, is the northernmost of all the Madras districts.” Yet, Lockyer was not completely 
misled; the EIC built its first cotton factory in Michilipatnam in 1610 and the town of Madapolam was famous for 
its namesake product, a soft cotton fabric suited for print. 
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other fine timbers, such as teak, ebony, and rosewood.19 The redwood logged and processed for 
shipping at these regional factories was loaded in Madras on the East India Company ships 
trading further to the east.  
 Before reaching Canton, Streatham made three more stops in Acheen (Aceh, Sumatra), 
Malacca, and Condore (Côn Sơn Island, Vietnam). Confirming Qu’s account, Lockyer describes 
that Acheen and Malacca produced good quality timbers including sappan wood.20 In all three 
ports, he witnessed vibrant commercial interactions taking place between the locals and Chinese 
junk traders. In Condore, in particular, the abundance of Chinese commodities brought by the 
junks was such that surplus “Japan Ware” had to be taken “back to Canton, where the 
Supercargoes of the [company ship] Kent bought it for Europe.”21 Streatham finally arrived at 
Canton in December 1704 and stayed there for three months. Lockyer provides a long list of the 
price of commodities traded in the local market and their duties. According to him, in 1704 
redwood was traded in Canton for 2 taels (liang 兩) and 5 maces (qian錢) for a picul (tan擔) 
and its customs duty was 9 maces per picul.22 Compared to the customs levied on sappan wood, 
which was 4 maces per picul,23 it is possible to know that the former was much dearer than the 
latter.  
 There is a certain degree of ambiguity about which wood the English term redwood 
referred to in Chinese. The most literal (as well as standard) translation would be hongmu 紅木 
(hong-red, mu-wood), but this word did not seem to be widely used in China at least until the 
																																																								
19	Amin Jaffer, Furniture from British India and Ceylon (London: V&A Publications, 2001), 172	
20 Lockyer, 34, 60. 
21 Lockyer, 87. 
22 A picul (tan擔) is approximately 59kg or 130lb. Lockyer describes that it is tantamount to 132l 11oz in 
Avoirdupois, which is slightly heavier, and to 161l 5oz 5dwt 20gr in Troy weight (Lockyer 139). In Chinese scale of 
measurement for weight, a picul was 100 catty (jin斤), a catty was 16 taels (liang兩), and a tael was equivalent to 
10 maces (qian錢), 100 caldreens (fen分), and 1000 cashes (li釐). 
23 Lockyer, 152. 
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1730s.24 More importantly, according to a 1753 manuscript copy of the Customs Regulation 
(shuize 稅則) at Guangdong Maritime Customs (Yuehaiguan 粵海關), entitled the Hoppo Book 
in English, hongmu did not appear among the articles for the Fixed Duties (zhengshui 正稅) 
instituted during the Kangxi period (r.1661-1722).25 The one and the only reference to hongmu 
in the Customs Regulation was not added until approximately the twelfth year of the Yongzheng 
reign (1733).26 Interestingly, the English annotation of the manuscript provides two Chinese 
translations of the term redwood: one is hongmu and the other is zitan 紫檀. Although it is 
known today as red sandalwood, zitan dominated English merchants’ knowledge of Chinese 
redwood in the early eighteenth century, while hongmu, a latecomer to this taxonomy, might be a 
																																																								
24 Hongmu, for instance, appears in the records of the Imperial Palace Workshop (Zaobanchu 造班處) only in the 
Qianlong period (r.1735-1796). There is no record of this wood during the preceding Yongzheng period (r.1722-
1735), but there are records of furniture made of hongdoumu 紅豆木 (Ormosia spp) whose literal translation is red 
bean wood. Scholars have expressed conflicting views on this. Chinese scholar Zhu Jiajin mentioned that 
hongdoumu was in fact hongmu (Zhu Jiajin, “Yongzheng nian de jia ju zhi zao kao” (Study of the Furniture 
Manufacture during the Yongzheng Period), Gu gong bo wu guan yuan kan (Palace Museum Journal) (1985.3): 
105). On the other hand, arborologist Chen Rong identified it as Ormosia semicastrata, hence different from 
hongmu, which is Pterocarpus (Chen Rong, Zhong guo shu mu fen lei xue (The Taxonomy of Chinese Trees) 
(Shanghai: ke xue ji shu chu ban she, 1957), 529-530). Hongdoumu seems, however, to be a generic term used 
across regions in reference to different species of woods. In relation to this chapter, hongdoumu does not appear in 
the Maritime Customs Records or any other import-related documents. 
25 I know of two editions of Guangdong Maritime Customs Record. One is the well-known Gazetteer of Guangdong 
Maritime Customs (Yuehaiguan zhi), written by Cantonese scholar Liang Tingnan (1796-1871) and published during 
the Daoguang period (1839). The other is a 1753 manuscript copy of the Customs Regulation (shuize) currently kept 
in Berlin State Library. Titled the Hoppo Book, it is annotated, partially translated, and prefaced in English. The 
contents of two books in terms of the customs duty are the same, yet their organizations are different. While the 
former places all taxation information under the category of Fixed Duties, the latter divides them into different 
categories, namely, Fixed Duties 清恆則例, Valuation估價, and Comparison比例. In addition, Hoppo Book is 
more specific about the chronological addition of the duties and is valuable in that its English preface and annotation 
yields knowledge about how British merchants understood Chinese customs duties. I use both sources in this chapter, 
but for historical relevance and the breath of information, I will use the Hoppo Book as a primary reference. In the 
Preface of the Hoppo Book, it says that the regulation of the “True and the Fixed Duties” was instated in 1678 
(Hoppo-book. An explanation of the custom-house books, translat. anno 1753 with the manner of settling the duties 
on all goods imported and exported at the port of Canton (1753), i) and the contents of the book thus reflects the 
historical change that took place in the customs regulation between 1678 and 1753. This manuscript is available as 
an e-book on Digitalisierte Sammlung der Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin (URL: http://digital.staatsbibliothek-
berlin.de/werkansicht/?PPN=PPN3346157598&PHYSID=PHYS_0001). 
26	Hoppo Book, vol. 3, The Book of Comparison (1753), 24; Liang Tingnan, Yuehaiguan zhi (Gazetteer of 
Guangdong Maritime Customs) (1839), vol. 9, Shuize (no pagination). According to the regulation, the import duty 




term translated reversely from English to Chinese [fig. 1.3].27 On the customs list, timbers and 
manufactured objects of zitan wood are one of the most frequently noted items in the wood 
section. Not only were they numerous but they were also heavily taxed. For instance, 
corroborating Lockyer’s observation in 1704, the import duty of zitan wood stated in the Hoppo 
Book was 9 maces per picul.28 This was nine times more expensive than wumu (blackwood) and 
almost double the duty of huali (rosewood), which were respectively one and five maces per 
picul.29 The export duty on zitan objects manufactured in Canton – 6 taels per picul – was more 
expensive than that on lacquerware – 5 taels per picul – and had to be paid in pure silver.30 
Among such objects, screens were singled out as separate items for taxation. The duty for each 
zitan screen was 5 maces, equivalent to the charge imposed on 10 large lacquered screens.31 
Although not as expensive as zitan, the import duty on hongmu – 8 maces per picul – was also 
higher than most other timbers.  
 Compared to hongmu, zitan had longstanding cultural and economic values in China. Its 
luscious purple hue, which could be used in dye, and its denseness and rarity made zitan one of 
the noblest woods in Chinese material culture. The earliest record of the wood from the third 
century already mentioned that it is of a foreign origin. Jin Dynasty (265-420) scholar Cui Bao 
崔豹 remarked in his encyclopedia, Notes on Things Old and New (Gujinzhu), that the “Zizhan 
tree32 is produced in Funan (Southeast Asia)33 and its color is purple, hence it is also called 
																																																								
27 As will be discussed in chapter 4, there was confusion about the translation of zitan in English.  
28 紫檀每百觔玖錢; 紫檀器每百觔玖錢. Hoppo Book, vol. 1, Book of True and Fixed Duties (1753), 49, 56.  
29 Hoppo Book, vol. 1, 49, 56, 58. 
30 紫檀器每壹百觔估價銀陸兩. Hoppo Book, vol. 2, Book of Valuation for Exports (1753), 39.  
31 紫檀圍屏每架比大漆圍屏拾架每架伍錢. Hoppo Book, vol. 3, Book of Comparison (1753), 62. 
32 Zhan 栴 is synonymous with tan 檀, both meaning sandalwood. 
33 An ancient kingdom known to have existed in the Mekong Delta area from the first to the sixth century. 
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zitan.”34 Although fourteenth-century connoisseur Cao Zhao 曹昭 remarked that the wood was 
also sourced from Guangxi, Hunan, and Guangdong provinces in China in addition to northern 
Indochina,35 it was not until the eighteenth century that large pieces of furniture such as screens 
and cabinets were made in ample quantities using zitan wood.36 Scholars such as Curtis Evarts 
and Yang Boda 杨伯达 have suggested that the increasing production of zitan furniture in the 
Palace Workshops in Beijing during the eighteenth century was closely related to the increasing 
import of the wood through Canton.37 The translation of zitan as redwood in the Hoppo Book and 
the records of its importation via the East India Company support this view.  
 Botanically, it has been noted that the boundary between zitan and hongmu is rather 
blurry. They both belong to the leguminous genus called Pterocarpus, which contains a wide 
range of tropical species tinged with reddish hues. In Chinese historical practices, the distinction 
between the two has been drawn physically rather than scientifically. For instance, an American 
in the early twentieth-century Philippines wrote in reference to Chinese traders: “The Chinese 
never buy wood by invoice and attach little importance to names […] [The] principle factors of 
importance to them are, that the wood does not float, and that it is of a darker color.”38As a result, 
contemporary scholars such as Zhou Mo 周默 have argued that zitan wood used in the pre-Ming 
																																																								
34	紫栴木處扶南而色紫亦曰紫檀. Cui Bao, Gu jin zhu (Notes on Things Old and New) (Shanghai: Zhong hua shu 
ju, ca. 1936), facsimile 3, ii. 
35	紫檀木出交趾廣西湖廣. Cao Zhao, Ge gu yao lun (The Essential Criteria of Antiquities) (Beijing: Zhong hua 
shu ju, 2012), 258.  
36 Curtis Evarts has summarized the historical change in the production of zitan objects in his “Zitan: The Noble 
Hardwood Family of Exotic, Abstruse Origin,” in A Leisurely Pursuit: Splendid Hardwood Antiquities from the 
Liang Yi Collection (Hong Kong (?): United Sky Resources, 2000), 10-22.  
37 Curtis Evarts, 12-13; Yang Boda, “Qing Qianlong wu shi jiu nian Guangdong gong wu yi pie” (A Survey of 
Guangdong Tribute in the Fifty Ninth Year of the Qianlong Reign during the Qing Dynasty), Gu gung bo wu yuan 
yuan kan (1983.3): 3-10. 
38 George Patrick Ahern, Compilation of Notes on the Most Important Timber Tree Species of the Philippine Islands 
(Manila, 1901), 97. In addition, what constituted zitan in Chinese history has been a puzzling issue. As its name – 
red sandalwood – implies, zitan has been associated more with sandalwood than with redwood. Song dynasty (960-
1127) scholar Zhao Rugua 趙汝适 (1170-1251) and Ming scholar Gu Yingtai 谷應泰 (1620-1670) understood it as 
a subspecies of sandalwood (tanxiang 檀香), manifesting the properties of sandalwood while differing only in terms 
of color.  
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period was a different species from that which was imported from India during the Qing dynasty 
and was botanically closer to hongmu and rosewood.39 Consequently, it is nowadays understood 
that zitan has meant more than one species throughout history, and modern Chinese botany 
considers it a genus (Pterocarpus) rather than a species. This implies that the eighteenth-century 
neologism hongmu might have been a reflection of a taxonomical expansion stemming from the 
expanding Chinese timber trade with foreign countries and the subsequent increase in the amount 
of foreign redwoods in the domestic market. Under such circumstances, historically constructed 
distinctions between different kinds of redwood must have become more malleable.  
 Be it zitan or hongmu, redwood was continuously imported to Canton from India 
throughout the eighteenth century. The correspondence between the Court of Directors and the 
Council of Fort George during the 1750s shows that Indian redwood had by then become an 
essential article of the Canton trade, albeit under precarious conditions. The letters illustrate the 
process of preparing the wood as cargo. On January 20, 1753, the Court wrote to the merchants 
in Fort George, requesting them to prepare “an early provision of a proper [assortment] of 
redwood to be sent on the China ships from year to year.”40 As a response, the factors procured a 
thousand candies41 of fine or “first sort” redwood in the next year. Receiving this information, 
the Court ordered the stock to be equally divided into the invoices of three ships bound for China. 
The payment of the redwood was to be received from “the treasure consigned to Canton” 
onboard such ships, not to be financed by the Council of Madras.42 In processing these, the 
imperatives were speed and quality. The Court repeatedly emphasized that the cargo should be 
																																																								
39 Zhou Mo, “Ming Qing jia ju de cai zhi yan jiu yu jian ding – zi tan (shang)” (A Study and Verification of the 
Materials of the Ming and Qing Dynasty Furniture – Rosewood I), Shou cang jia (Connoisseurs) 23.5 (2014.4): 54-
58. 
40 Timber, Redwood, for China, Orders respecting, 1753-1767. IOR/Z/E/4/34/T123: 185. 
41 Based on a 1750 conversion rate, a candy was 500 lbs.  




ready upon the arrival of the ships and should be loaded “expeditiously” so as not to delay their 
departure. Since early arrival at Canton was crucial to winning a favorable place in transactions, 
overstaying in India was deemed unprofitable.43  
 Equally important was quality control. As noted above, redwood for the China market 
frequently came with qualifiers such as “a proper [assortment]” or “a sort fit for the China 
market.”44 In 1755, the Court wrote explicitly that “the redwood proper for the China market is 
to be largest sticks you can procure.”45 Such concerns about selection suggest that EIC 
merchants endeavored to find redwood species commensurable with zitan or hongmu, which 
would meet their peculiar traits in color, density, fragrance, size, and grain patterns. Moreover, 
redwood was a collective noun that amalgamated culturally finer-grained Chinese species,46 and 
this could increase the risk of misidentification. Given the distance between Madras and Canton 
and the difficulty of acquiring and transmitting such embodied knowledge of assessment, it is not 
surprising that the supercargoes in Canton were often frustrated by the quality of the redwood 
sent from Madras. Hence in 1760, the Court of Directors complained to the factors at Madras 
that Canton was in “want of the proper sort [of redwood] but little [was] sent to China.” It 
ordered that “after the dispatch [of this letter], the number [of] merchants [responsible for this 
task] will be summoned and [enter a contract] to have that article supplied in a more sure 
manner.”47 Yet, even after this caution, the quality of redwood provided from India continuously 
fluctuated. In 1769, for instance, the supercargoes still expressed a strong disappointment in their 
correspondence: “We have sold the Redwood at 4 taels per pecul. That [from] the Neptune 
																																																								
43 December 19, 1755; July 28, 1756; March 25, 1757; November 11, 1757; November 1, 1758; November 23, 1759. 
IOR/Z/E/4/34/T123: 505, 644, 690, 807, 974, 1106. 
44 January 3, 1755. IOR/Z/E/4/34/T123: 363. 
45 October 10, 1755. IOR/Z/E/4/34/T123: 489. 
46 Pertinent to this category were not just zitan and hongmu, but such vernacular woods as suanzhi 酸枝 (redwood of 
a mediocre quality broadly used in Guangdong region) and red bean wood 紅豆木.  
47 Correspondence with India. IOR/E/4/862: 490-491. 
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appears tolerable, [but] all the rest is very small and bad. The merchants complained of it as 
being unfit for Furniture. There was some much better imported in our ships this Season.”48 
Subsequently, in the letter sent to Madras in March 1770, the Court, discontent with the “bad” 
quality of the wood sent to China, warned again that the merchants must ensure the quality of 
redwood for the Chinese market.49  
 Table 2 created based on the information provided in the Diaries and Consultations at 
Canton shows that as the amount of redwood imported via the company gradually increased, so 
did its price, albeit on a narrow scale. The two known prices of redwood before the 1760s are 2.5 
and 2.4 taels per picul, respectively from Lockyer’s list of commodities in 1704 and a report 
made in 1751.50 From the 1760s the price maintained a range of 3 to 4.5 taels per picul, until the 
warehouse stock became too large that it was virtually impossible to sell in 1776. As will be 
shown shortly, this was drastically different from the case of sandalwood. 
<Table 2. The EIC import of redwood in Canton, 1754-1777>51 
 
Year 1754 1761 1763 1764 1768 1769 1771 1773 1774 1775 1776 1777 





































n/a n/a n/a 3  3 4.5  n/a 4 3.5 n/a n/a* n/a 
*The price of redwood in 1776 was not available because there was “too much [stock] in the place” which 




48 Letter from Canton to Fort George (December 1769). IOR/R/10/7: 62. 
49 Index to Despatches to Madras. IOR/Z/E/4/35: 924. 
50 Lockyer 149; Diaries of Transactions at Canton, 1747-1753. BL: Add MS 18019: 90. 
51 Data collected from IOR/R/10/5: (1761) 43, 47, 72 (1764) 62, 64, 70, 74, 90, (1768) 76, 77, (1769) 112; G/12/58: 
185, 186; R/10/6: (1763) 10, 17, (1768) 198, 200; R/10/9: (1771) 61, 62, 64, 65, 68, (1773), 209; R/10/7: (1769) 11, 
62.  
52 IOR/R/10/9 (1776): 168. 
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 Besides redwood, sandalwood also came to fill the incoming cargoes of the EIC ships to 
Canton in the eighteenth century. As in the case of redwood, the EIC had already begun trying to 
sell sandalwood in Asian markets in the late seventeenth century. A record shows that in 1673 
the company ship Zant, coming from Bantam to “Tonqueen (Tong King),” negotiated with local 
officials to open trade. The supercargo’s stock in this ship contained 159 piculs of sandalwood in 
addition to pepper, lead, medicinal plants, guns, and clothes.53 While it is unclear if a similar 
attempt had been made successfully in China,54 it was only in the 1730s that sandalwood 
appeared on the cargo lists of British ships arriving at Canton. In 1736, Richmond, dispatched 
from London on November 3 of the previous year under the command of Captain Robert Bootle, 
sailed via Surat and Bombay where it disposed its British goods and refilled its cargo for Canton. 
After loading silver, cotton, putchunk (pachak) and several aromatic resins such as olibanum 
(frankincense) and myrrh at Bombay, the ship sailed further south to Tellicherry (Thalasseri) 
where it took onboard sandalwood and pepper. A report dated April 24, 1736 noted that “the 
quantity of Sandal Wood and Pepper ordered by the Government and Council of Bombay to 
compleat our Loading [was] 200 candys of the former and 716 of the latter.”55 The estimated 
value of this stock was 69,826 rupees. At Canton sandalwood was sold at the price of 12 taels 
and 80 maces per picul. This was higher than pepper (10.50 taels) and cotton (8.50 tales). The 
total volume of the sandalwood sold in Canton was 859 piculs and the return was 10,995 tales, 
second only to the pepper (33,128 tls for 3,155 piculs).56 A crude calculation based on a 1750 
																																																								
53 Hosea Ballou Morse, The Chronicle of the East India Company Trading to China, 1635-1834, vol. 1 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1926), 36-37. 
54 Sandalwood is not included in the Lockyer’s list of commodities traded in Canton in 1704.  
55 Morse, 237. 
56 Morse, 238. 
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exchange rate57 reveals that the sale of the sandalwood and pepper from Tellicherry at Canton 
resulted in approximately 107 percent gross profit.58 
 The itinerary of Richmond and its sandalwood trade was indicative of the trade route and 
pattern that endured for the rest of the century. As in the case of redwood, the Indian 
subcontinent was the springboard for the British trade with China. If redwood was shipped in 
Madras on the Coromandel Coast, however, sandalwood was mainly collected on the Coast of 
Malabar, which was under the Bombay presidency. Tellicherry, where the British gained their 
trade ascendency in 1705, was the major source of sandalwood for the British China trade, and 
this explains why this wood was absent in Lockyer’s account of the commodities traded in 
Canton in 1704. Sandalwood became a pivotal item of the Sino-Indian trade system mediated by 
the EIC together with cotton, pepper and some other spices. This tendency lasted throughout the 
century until opium shifted the trade balance. The stability and profit of the sandalwood trade 
was much more significant than redwood. In 1742, Onslow brought to Canton 1,350 piculs of 
sandalwood in addition to cotton, putchuck, and olibanum. The market price of the wood then 
dropped to 9 taels per picul. Still, Onslow gained the largest return from this sale – a total of 
12,150 taels. In 1751, the East India Company won exclusive commercial privileges at 
Tellicherry through the treaty with the local ruler, Maddypapaya Nadik. According to the treaty, 
the ruler of Bidanur granted the company a monopoly over “all the trade of sandalwood, pepper 
and cardamoms, and [promised] this liberty of trade to be exclusive of all other Merchants” 
																																																								
57 Thomas Brook, An Authentic Account of the Weights, Measures, Exchanges, Customs, Duties, Port-Charges, &c, 
&c (London: Printed and sold by Edward Spencer, 1752), 5-7, 52-54. 
58 Following the guideline of currency conversion provided by British merchant Thomas Brook in 1752, one Surat 
rupee was 6 penny weights (dw) and 11 grains (gr) in troy weight whereas one Chinese tael was 1oz 4dw 5gr. One 
troy ounce equals 480 grains and one penny weight is 24gr. Thus the value of the stock of the Tellicherry cargo was 
12,359,202gr and its profit in Canton was 25,635,463gr. The gross profit was 13,276,261gr or 107 percent.  
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within this region.59 Seizing this advantage, the British became a steady supplier of Indian 
sandalwood to Canton from the mid-eighteenth century onward.  
 At the same time, however, other European countries that had strongholds in the Indian 
Ocean and Southeast Asia also competed with the British in the timber market. The Dutch East 
India Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie), for instance, had been selling timbers to 
the Cantonese since at least the 1740s.60 The volume of the Dutch timber trade was smaller than 
that of the British in general, yet the VOC had more than one source, not just the Malabar Coast 
but also the Island of Timor.61 The French East India Company competed in the market too, but 
more for high quality ebony than for sandalwood. Oversupply in the market incurred a 
significant dropping of the price. The market price of sandalwood in 1743 as observed by the 
Dutch was 9 taels per picul.62 Yet by the 1750s, it dropped further to about 6 taels, almost half 
the price of 1736, and this incited extended bargaining between the British and the Chinese in 
their transactions. The detailed accounts of such transactions kept in the diary of the EIC 
supercargoes are useful in deciphering the processes of the trade and its stakes.  
 On July 24, 1756, four EIC supercargoes in Canton, Frederick Pigou, Thomas Lockwood, 
Richard Peisley, and Francis Kinnersley received a letter sent from the Council of Bombay 
onboard Houghton. In the letter dated April 30, Richard Bourchier, the governor of Bombay, 
complimented on the favorable returns from the previous year and explained the cargo to be 
provided at Canton: “Agreeable to your advices we had laden four hundred bales of cotton on the 
																																																								
59 William Logan, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and Other Papers of Importance Relation to British 
Affairs in Malabar (Calicut: Printed by A. Manuel, 1879), 45. 
60 In October 6, 1742, the Dutch sold 50 piculs of sandalwood at the price of 500 taels. Resultie 10/6/1742. 
Nationaal Archief (NA): Canton 1.  
61 For instance, in November 1756, the Dutch factory in Canton reported about the invoice of the Timorese 
sandalwood onboard Boschen Hoven of Batavia, which was 22,321lbs (Sandelhout Timorees volgens aanreekening 
bij factuur hebben de overheden van’t Schip Boscken Hoven te Batavia ontlangen…Ponden 22,321). Resultie 
11/11/1756.  Canton 22. 
62 Resultie 8/29/1743. Canton 2.  
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Houghton […] and have directed 400 Candies of Sandalwood and three hundred Candies of 
Pepper to be put on board at Tellicherry.”63 On July 27, although the supercargo assigned to 
Houghton had not yet arrived, the four supercargoes entered the first round of negotiation with 
the Hong merchants. They “show’d the merchants the sampler of the company goods, and 
proposed to Beau Khiqua and to Sweetia to be the purchasers of them, as [the company were] so 
much in their debt.” The two merchants offered 14 taels for a picul of cotton, 12 for pepper, 24 
for putchuck, and 6 for sandalwood. Discontent, the supercargoes told them that “the price they 
bid for the Sandal wood was remarkably low, and that the company would lose greatly by it.” To 
this, Beau Khiqua and Sweetia replied, “the Sandal wood was ordinary, and at present nearly 
unsalable in the country.”64 The next day, the two Chinese merchants showed a willingness to 
offer 5 more maces per picul for sandalwood. The supercargoes requested the same for cotton, 
which was denied. The supercargoes explained both the predicament and their decision in their 
diary: 
 We had consulted other merchants who have offer'd more for some one article than the 
merchants before named, but we chose to sell the whole cargo at once, least by parting 
with the best articles, such as the cotton and the pepper, [and the rest, since] the 
Sandalwood & the Putchuck should remain unsold or we should be forced to sell them at 
under price. And our reason for endeavoring to sell the cargo before the arrival of the 
supra cargoes of the Houghton, is because the goods may fall in their value, and that we 
want to unload the ship, and load on her the quantity of Bohea tea she is to have, to lessen 
here the company's risqué of fire. We think also Mess. Phipps’ council could not dispose 
of the Houghton's cargo to a better advantage if they were here.65 
 
On July 29, after another round of negotiation, the two parties finally reached a deal. The 
supercargoes sold sandalwood to Beau Khiqua and Sweetia at the rate of 6.5 taels per picul. 
Three months later, on July 20, a formal letter appraising this sale was sent to Bombay and 
transcribed in the diary. In the letter, the supercargoes assessed that the market for sandalwood 
																																																								
63 Diary and Consultation at Canton,1756. IOR/R/10/4: 43. 
64 IOR/R/10/4: 27. 
65 IOR/R/10/4: 43. 
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was particularly bad at the moment and that the company lost about 2,776 tales, which was 
equivalent to £925.3.66  
 Many economic factors were entangled in this transaction. Like all other imported goods, 
Indian woods had to be sold solely to the Hong merchants who had exclusive rights to handle the 
foreign trades and this could be bound by relations of debt and credit. To British merchants, the 
sale of sandalwood was subject not just to the rules of the market but also to a number of other 
concerns – such as the sale of the entire cargo, clearing the cargo space for the outbound goods, 
proper timing of the sale, and protecting the company’s merchandise from hazards such as fire. 
This meant that the supercargoes needed to be well-rounded entrepreneurs who could make 
sagacious decisions against challenges raised by the unfamiliar and unpredictable market 
conditions in the foreign land. In addition to handling the trade with astute business acumen, as 
implied by the Chinese merchants’ initial dismissal of the sandalwood as but “ordinary,” the 
supercargoes needed to be acquainted with the Chinese methods of appraising the wood. 
 Compared to redwood, the translation of sandalwood was more straightforward. In 
Chinese it was called tanxiang 檀香, the literal meaning of which was fragrant sandalwood. 
Introduced to China in association with Buddhism, the word first appeared in a Han dynasty 
(206BCE – 220ACE) book of medicine titled The Scriptures of Hua (Hua shi zhong cang jing 華
氏 中藏經) as a medicinal ingredient67 and it recurred in numerous religious texts thereafter. The 
wood and its essential oil were popular materials for incense and medicine, but it was also used 
in architecture, woodcarving, and furniture making [fig. 1.4]. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
																																																								
66 IOR/R/10/4: 56. According to the East India Company standard exchange rate in the eighteenth century, a tale 
was equivalent to 80d or a third of a pound. 
67 It appears in the recipe for “Calming and Relaxing Pills 安息香丸” under the subject of “Sixty Recipes for 
Medicines That Treat All Disease 療諸病藥方六十道.” Hua Tuo, Hua shi zhong cang jing (Beijing: Zhong hua shu 
ju, 1985), 45. 
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the Chinese merchants held high standards for foreign sandalwood. Indeed, the custom on 
sandalwood was unusually specified in two kinds – of the superior (shang上) and the inferior 
(xia下) – and the duties levied on them made a significant difference: the superior sort was 
charged 1 tael per picul while the lesser sort was charged only 7 maces.68 By at least 1753, the 
supercargoes were aware that sandalwood sold in the market was classified into varying grades.69 
Nonetheless, it was only in the 1760s that a change of practice was reflected in the EIC accounts. 
The time lapse might reflect the period during which British merchants learned to evaluate the 
wood based on the Chinese criteria and implemented this in their India trade.  
 On July 21, 1761, the supercargoes received 100 pieces of sandalwood from Neptune. 
Two days later, the Chinese merchants “Quan [Kheequa], Sweetia, Sanqua & Chetqua came to 
look at the Malabar Cargoes per Neptune. [Later] they came again and offer’d [the following 
prices]: for the 1st sandalwood 10 taels per pecul; 2nd 8 taels per pecul; 3rd 6 taels per pecul.”70 
Triton came later in the season with a cargo that had 10 pieces of the first sort, 56 pieces of the 
second, and 34 pieces of the third, in addition to 35 pieces of unsorted redwood. The 
accumulated stock was then sold to Quan Kheequa on November 13. Fifty-six pieces of the first 
sort were sold at the price of 12 taels per picul, 92 pieces of the second were sold at 9 taels, and 
74 pieces of the third were sold at 7 taels. The total gain from this sale was 1822.590 taels.71 By 
then the low-profit trend seemed to have changed. In their report to Bombay, the supercargoes 
predicted that “the best sandalwood [would continue] to be the most proper [investment] for your 
																																																								
68 上檀香每百觔壹兩, 下檀香每百觔柒分. Hoppo Book, vol. 1, 42. 
69 The price list of 1753 states that “the first sort of sandalwood” was 11 taels per picul while some was even sold 
for 12 taels. DIARY of John Misenor and others, supercargoes of the East India Company's ships, St. George and 
Stafford, bound for Canton; with lists of shipping, prices current, etc., British Library, Add MS 18019: 120. 
70 IOR/R/10/5 (1761): 8. 
71 IOR/R/10/5 (1761): 47, 79. 
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market.”72 From this point onward, sandalwood was both inventoried and sold in three grades. 
This grade-system proved to be extremely lucrative for the company since they could make more 
profits by supplying the superior quality wood.  
 Yet this does not mean that the British merchants completely assimilated the Chinese 
skills of identification. As in the case of redwood, misrecognitions and false evaluations occurred 
in India while searching for the wood suitable for the Chinese market. On October 12, 1771, for 
instance, the chief supercargo Alexander Hume and ten others wrote a disgruntled letter to 
Bombay, in which they pointed out a blunder perpetrated by the factors in India: “On delivering 
the Sandal wood per London to Shy Kinqua, he objected to receiving about 5.3 peculs, part for 
not being properly pared by which the weight is considerably increased, another part because it 
was not true Sandal wood, but wood very much resembling it; on examination his assertions 
appearing just, the two sorts were separated.”73 Yet unlike redwood, the grading system of 
sandalwood helped alleviate the problem of quality to some extent. In this bargain, the 
supercargoes still managed to sell the “false” sandalwood under the third grade. 
 Despite such risks, therefore, a full trade system was developed by the mid-1760s in 
which sandalwood (and to a lesser extent, redwood as well) became a cornerstone of the 
company’s investment in the Canton trade. The China-bound EIC ships first took cotton at 
Bombay, then pepper and sandalwood at Tellicherry, and finally silver and redwood from 
Madras before arriving at Canton. From the voyage of Britannia in 1763 and of York in 1765, 
numerous EIC ships completed this route.74 Over the course of the next two decades, the market 
price of sandalwood skyrocketed and the volume of import from India gradually increased. In 
1764, for instance, the invoice of Northumberland shows that 18,650 pieces or 135 tons of 
																																																								
72 IOR/R/10/5 (1761): 72. 
73 IOR/R/10/9 (1771): 77. 
74 For the itinerary of these two ships, see IOR/R/10/6 (1763): 14-15; (1765): 114-133. 
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sandalwood were imported to Canton and the supercargoes sold them at the price of 19.4 taels 
per picul, by which they earned 21,725.672 taels.75 The price list of the year indicates that the 
first rate sandalwood from the Malabar Coast was charged about 18 to 19.4 taels, whereas 
Timorese sandalwood was 12 taels and that from Madras – probably a new source – was but 10 
taels. The average price of sandalwood (13.7 taels) was, however, more than four times higher 
than that of redwood (3 taels) and nine times higher than that of sappan wood (1.5 taels).76 In 
1768, the price further soared to 22 taels for the best kind, 18 for the second, and 14 for the third. 
Timorese sandalwood was, however, depreciated to 6.5 taels.77 The price was still fairly high in 
the 1770s, fluctuating roughly between 18 and 21 taels for the superior kind [Table 3]. 78 
<Table 3. The EIC import of sandalwood in Canton up to 1774>79 
 
Year ~1755 1756-58 1759-61 1762-64 1765-67 1768-70 1771-73 1774 
Volume 
(piculs)  2,209 399 
1,592.48 
+200 pcs 1385 306 239.09 8,456.73 4,667.05 
Number 












(taels) 23,145 2,666.9 
At least 
13,840.56 26,792.3 n/a 5,259.98 131,646.9 98,008.05 
 
 As can be seen in Table 3, sandalwood became an immensely profitable commodity from 
1762 onward. Nevertheless, the actual volume imported did not increase proportionately until 
around 1770. This was in part due to the increased number of traders who vied for the market 
supply. In the late 1760s, the market for tropical timbers at Canton became more competitive as 
																																																								
75 IOR/R/10/5 (1764): 55-78. The original price the British merchants demanded was 20 taels, but in the course of 
negotiation with Si Honqua, to whom they sold the cargo, it dropped first to 19.5 taels and finally to 19.4 taels. 
76 IOR/R/10/5 (1764): 90-91. 
77 IOR/R/10/5 (1768): 76. 
78 Price lists are available for 1771, 1774, and 1776, the respective prices of the superior sandalwood in taels during 
which periods were 20, 21, and 18. See IOR/R/10/7:112, 110, 168 in respective years. 
79 Data collected from: IOR/R/10/5: 47, 55, 58, 60, 78, 91; R/10/6: 14, 44~47, 83, 114~116, 133, 179; R/10/9: 113; 
G/12/58: 186; Add MS 18019: 120, 122. 
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country ships80 from India joined the competition with the chartered European companies. In 
1768, a country ship from Bombay, Verelst, imported 1402 piculs and 65 catties of sandalwood 
to Canton.81 In 1773, Elizabeth brought a small amount of sandalwood along with ivory and 
mother of pearl.82 In 1774, eight country ships imported a total of 4166.28 taels of sandalwood 
from India.83 According to the report on the import trade provided in the supercargo’s diary in 
1775, the country ships far outnumbered the EIC in their sandalwood stock; while a company 
ship Queen brought only 6.54 piculs of sandalwood, five Indian country ships imported 1420.53 
piculs.84 In addition to sandalwood, they also traded other tropical timbers such as redwood, 
blackwood, and rosewood. Although each of these ships carried a relatively small-scale cargo, 
this augmented the total volume of the trade between India and China and consequently 
intensified the international competition to secure wood sources in India.  
 The sudden plummet in trade between 1765 and 1770, despite the heightened potentials 
in profit, reflects the great hindrance the company experienced during this period in procuring 
enough timbers for the China market. In a letter to the “Chief and Factors at Tellicherry” written 
on November 25, 1767, the supercargoes in Canton expressed concerns about the dearth of 
sandalwood supplied therefrom: “We are sorry to find the troubles which continues to reign on 
the Malabar Coast prevent your collecting a large quantity of sandalwood for this market, as it is, 
notwithstanding the fluctuating price here, always a profitable article. There ought always to be 
half first and half [of the] second sort to leap up its credit […]” In another letter addressed to 
Bombay written on the same day, the supercargoes complained that the small amount of 
																																																								
80 Country ships refer to the licensed private enterprises based on India operating largely within the intra-Asian 
market. 
81 IOR/R/10/5 (1769): 82. 
82 IOR/R/10/9 (1773): 215. 
83 The names of these ships are: Neptune, Fazeallum, Cartier, Verelst, Mary, Strambole, Ganges, and Prince. 
IOR/R/10/5 (1774): 114-118. 
84 Canton Consultations 1775-1776. IOR/G/12/58: 185-200. 
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sandalwood sent in the cargo of Admiral Pocock was a “great disappointment, particularly 
because as it bore so great a price.” They further reemphasized, “Cotton, pepper, and sandalwood 
are staple commodities here.”85 Despite such earnest requests, the response they received the 
next year was pretty dismal: “Gentlemen, […] It will give us great pleasure whenever we can 
procure any quantity of goods for your market, but hitherto cotton has been the only article we 
could venture to purchase, for tin bears too low a price in Canton, and no Redwood proper for 
China is at present procurable, and we here cannot but express our apprehensions that your 
supplies of treasure for next year will fall very short…” Since the wood sources were limited and 
the long distance between Canton and Bombay or Madras delayed the communication and 
hindered the accurate transmission of knowledge, the supercargoes’ outcries in Canton were 
often left to be resolved among themselves.86  
 
III. Private Trade of Furniture   
 In the East India Company regulations published circa 1786, customs levied on the 
manufactured goods imported from “the East Indies, China, and other parts” of Asia included 
“Drawers and Cabinets [made of] Black wood and Sandall wood” as well as “Rosewood 
Furniture.” Such furniture, together with a wide range of other objects, was subject to the duty of 
																																																								
85 IOR/R/10/6: 179, 180-181. 
86 As a result, they were extremely scrupulous about inspecting the incoming cargoes and comparing the invoices 
and the actual amount of imported timbers. Whenever they observed discrepancies, the supercargoes never failed to 
note them. Perhaps because it was in such great demands, of all woods, the shortage of sandalwood was most 
frequently reported. For instance, in 1760, the supercargoes reported that the sandalwood from Griffin was short of 
14 piculs and 67 catties compared to its invoice. (IOR/R/10/4: 102) In November 1765, they wrote to Bombay that 
“The pepper and sandalwood from Tellicherry have [been] found out short in weight as follows: Sandalwood per 
Talbot 105ps 2499 lbs.” (IOR/R/10/6 (1765): 134) In 1768, the found the sandalwood onboard Northumberland was 
“deficient per picul weight 2210lb.” (IOR/R/10/5: 126) In the account on the cargo of London from Tellicherry in 
1772, it was the noted that sandalwood was missing 15 pieces and 7474lbs were deficient. (IOR/R/10/9: 112)    
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“37l. 16s. 1 !!
!""
 d. for every 100l. of gross sale.”87 This article shows that, while lacquerware took 
up an undeniably large proportion of the furniture imported from Asia, furniture made of tropical 
hardwoods such as sandalwood, rosewood, and blackwood should not be overlooked when it 
comes to the early modern trade in this commodity. After tropical timbers were imported to 
Canton through the company trade, they were hauled from the Pearl River and stowed in the 
open space outside the southern city wall, where they were dried and lumbered into different 
sizes and sold to various woodwork guilds.88 A significant amount of them were used in the 
manufacture of the high-end furniture and other decorative objects that were sold to the houses 
of the local wealthy and sent as tribute to the imperial palace in Beijing. Besides such domestic 
consumption, a fraction of the timbers were made into various kinds of furniture re-exported to 
Europe.  
 To be sure, there was no necessary correlation between the import of timbers and the 
export of manufactured furniture. To both European and Chinese merchants, the two trades were 
separate transactions that operated on different spheres. The complexity of the manufacture of 
furniture – as will be discussed in the next chapter – far exceeded that of the unilateral timber 
trade between the European and the Hong merchants. Nevertheless, when closely examined, the 
two trades were more than just two sides of a coin and they had several interlocking nodes. First 
of all, supercargoes and commanders who were in charge of delivering and selling tropical 
timbers to Chinese merchants were active agents of the export furniture trade. Second, timbers 
were a quintessential material for carpenters such as crate-makers and shipbuilders who were 
indispensible in a maritime trade port. In Canton, as in many other early modern trading ports, 
																																																								
87 C. Eyre and A. Strahan, A Collection of Statutes concerning the Incorporation, Trade and Commerce of the East 
India Company, and the Government of the British Possessions, with the Statutes of Piracy (1786), 5, i. 
88 Cai Yi’an, Qing dai guang shi jia ju (Cantonese Furniture during the Qing Dynasty) (Shanghai: Shanghai shu dian 
chu ban she, 2001), 52-53.  
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there was a close contractual and collaborative relationship between the Hong merchants and 
local carpenters who provided them with tubs and chests for packing tea and porcelain. The large 
amount of packing crates produced by them for cargo contributed to the momentum of the local 
commerce and export trade. Furthermore, as will be shown in chapter 2, they also made furniture 
for European residents while they stayed in Canton during the trade season. Finally, the 
movement of tropical timbers through the complex channels of in- and outbound trades as well 
as of the different tiers of the company and private trades illustrate how intricately the seemingly 
separate commercial activities were interlinked.  
 As discussed in the beginning of this chapter, the history of the Sino-British furniture 
trade goes back to the turn of the eighteenth century. At that time, the East India Company, 
monopolizing all trade with China, invested in a wide variety of commodities that seemed 
profitable. In 1709, for instance, the Court of Directors instructed the supercargoes in Chusan to 
buy 43,750 sticks for fans and 9,000 lacquered tea tables.89 As the company trade became 
increasingly stabilized and settled in Canton in the first quarter of the century, however, the 
structure of the trade was reorganized; it shifted from opportunistic investments to a systematic 
trade in three bulk commodities – tea, silk, and porcelain. By 1720, this transition was already 
completed and the miscellaneous objects that formed the older trade including fans and lacquer 
furniture were no longer visible in the ledgers of the company trade. Instead, such commodities 
were transferred to the sphere of private trade handled by individual merchants.  
 As a means of remuneration, supercargoes and seamen working for the East India 
Company could venture into in- and outbound trades on their private accounts. The size of the 
private trade per vessel was restricted to a certain percentage of its tonnage and the amount of 
individual investments varied according to the merchant’s hierarchical status during the 
																																																								
89 Despatch Book 1706-1710. IOR/E/3/96 (1709): 568-577. 
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contracted voyage. Although specific conditions changed over time, commanders and 
supercargoes enjoyed the de facto right to indulge in sideline enterprises.90 The diversity and 
rarity of the commodities they handled rendered such business extremely lucrative. They ranged 
from manufactured goods such as lacquerware, furniture, fans, paintings, and various decorative 
objects to precious ingredients such as rattans, mother of pearl, ivory, tortoiseshell, and other 
rarities. Limited investments in tea, porcelain, and silk were also tolerated as long as they did not 
threaten the company’s interest. In order to suppress smuggling, however, the private trade had 
to be registered and run through the channels strictly controlled by the company.  
 To some extent, therefore, the established channels of the company trade functioned as a 
conduit for the private trade. This was especially true during the stages from requisition to 
transportation, when merchants had to rely on the existing networks and infrastructure of the 
long distance trade.91 Merchants requisitioned furniture in Canton mainly in two ways. The 
furniture for the factory was procured by the Chinese comprador and the expense was disbursed 
from the factory’s treasury.92 As will be discussed in chapter 2, EIC merchants purchased a large 
quantity of furniture for the factory in Canton. In order to buy furniture for private purposes, 
however, they went to retail stores scattered throughout the western suburbs of the city. From 
1760 on, such stores were centered on China Street, which became a popular shopping district 
																																																								
90 For supercargoes, the private trade in goods, called otherwise “privilege,” formed a tripartite system of 
remuneration stabilized in the early 1720s. Under this system, besides the private trade, they could also share a 
portion of the ship’s stocks – called “allowance” – and invest in a limited amount of foreign silver for the return in 
gold, which was called “permission.” Morse, 75-77.  
91 Once the commodities arrived in Britain and all duties and charges were cleared, they were sold and gifted 
through various personal channels both within Britain and across continental Europe. For the intra-European private 
trade of Chinese goods, see Meike von Brescius, “Worlds Apart? Merchants, Mariners, and the Organization of the 
Private Trade in Chinese Export Wares in Eighteenth-Century Europe,” in Goods from the East, 1600-1800: 
Trading Eurasia, ed. Maxine Berg, (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 168-182.  
92 For instance, in 1780 the comprador assigned for the EIC spent 12,275.380 taels for the factory rent, repair, and 
furniture. IOR/G/12/80: 86. 
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for Western merchants looking for souvenirs and private goods [fig. 1.5].93 These stores were run 
by “outside merchants (waidi shangren 外地商人),” who did not belong to the Co-hong and who 
sold a variety of products from Guangdong as well as other Chinese provinces. In such shops, 
Western merchants could buy readymade chests and screens or order them with special 
instructions.94  
 In November 1721, Captain Eustace Peacock, then stationed in Whampo, was requested 
to send supercargoes in Canton “a register and an account of all private goods laden or unladen 
on board [his] ship Morrice.” In response, he sent them a list of goods on his private account, 
which included 6 chests of Bohea (wuyi武夷) tea, 44 chests of green tea, 3 chests of rhubarb, 10 
chests of chinaware, 300 piculs of china root (smilax china), 1300 pieces of cane, and “8 large 
boxes of Tea Table.”95 His merchandise and that of other crewmembers was inventoried in the 
supercargo’s diary. The records of this so-called “private trade registration,” available thence 
through 1740, when the trade turned more into a commission-based system, divulges valuable 
information about the spectrum and the nature of the furniture exported from Canton [Table 4].  
<Table 4 A summary of the private trade in furniture registered in the Canton Diary, 1721-1740>96 
 
Year Rank Name Kind & Quantity Plain & Hardwood Lacquer 
1720-
1721 
captain Eustace Peacock 8 boxes of tea tables  
captain John Hill 4 large cabinets 2 screens, 4 tables 





Commission: (unknown) –  
1 screen 
2 screens, 2 tables, 10 tea 
tables 
																																																								
93 Paul van Dyke and Maria Mok have argued that the retail shops were relocated from the outskirts of the foreign 
district to newly built China Street by the local government in order to control the sprawling business of outside 
merchants. Paul van Dyke, Maria Kar-wing Mok, Images of the Canton Factories, 1760-1822 (Hong Kong: Hong 
Kong University Press, 2015), 83-84. 
94 For more specific information about furniture stores in Canton, see chapter 2. 
95 IOR/G/12/22: 36. 
96 Data collected from: IOR/G/12/22: 36, 50, 58; G/12/25: 9; G/12/26: 38~40; G/12/27: 123, 137~140; G/12/28: 52, 




captain Robert Hudson 
 
Commission: 







trunks 10 cases 
LG- 
chests 2 cases 
LS- 
screens 2 cases 
1726-
1727 
captain Francis Gostlin  13 cases  
third mate Woodward Nicholson   1box 
supercargo Nathaniel Torriano 1 escritoire, 2 clothes chests 5 cases 
supercargo Edward Godfrey 1 escritoire, paper screens in 2 cases, 2 clothes chests 1 box, 1 case 
supercargo Richard Nicholson  1 box 
supercargo Nicholas Fazakerly  2 cases 
1728- 
1729 
supercargo Henry Talbot 3 cases of rosewood chairs, 11 parcels of rosewood 
3 cases of screens, sundry in 
3 cases 
supercargo William Fazakerley 
12 rosewood chairs, 1 
escritoire, 4 clothes chests 4 screens, 11 trunks, 12 chairs 
supercargo Waldo du Bois 1 writing desk, 1 clothes chest  
captain Philip Worth  1 screen 
captain Edward Elleston  3 screens - £35 
? John Tucker 1 escritoire, 1 clothes chest  
supercargo Samuel Skinner 3 pieces of rosewood 4 cases 
captain William Hutchinson  
2 screens, 2 escritoires, tea 
tables 1 case 
captain Samuel Martin  5 cases, 2 boxes 
supercargo Richard Newnam  2 small screens 
supercargo Peter Godfrey  4 cases 
supercargo Whichcott Turner 2 small screens 1 chest, 1 box 
supercargo Thomas Carter  3 screens, 1 chest, 1 box, 9 boards 
supercargo Thomas Fytche  1 screen, 1 box 
captain Robert Hudson  2 escritoires - 80 taels 
1730-
1731 
captain Francis Gostlin 2 six-leaved screens, 2 eight-leaved screens  
captain Lawrence Prince  2 screens 
captain William Mabbott  3 chests 
captain George Bagwell  Commission: FN- 10 chests 
supercargo  Edmund Godfrey  3 cases 
1732-
1733 
supercargo Whichcott Turner 2 rosewood card tables 2 boxes 
supercargo John Starke 
Tables (no. unknown), 1 small 
case containing cherong 
boards for 4 small tables, 1 
Private Commission 
tops for 2 
card tables 




rosewood card table 
supercargo Thomas Shore  1 screen, 3 tables in mats, 2 boxes 
supercargo Henry Plant  2 cases 
1735-
1736 
supercargo Richard Newnam 
Private Commission 
 
2 pieces of 
rosewood, 1 
rosewood 
table, 2 small 
paper screens 
in a case, 2 
small fine 









1 chest of 
drawers 
supercargo Richard Moreton 2 chests, 1 chest of drawers, 1 escritoire 
1 screen, 1 red chest, 1 
clothes chest 
supercargo William Lane 1 escritoire, 2 clothes chests  
captain Robert Bootle 
8 rosewood chairs - 48 taels 
2 rosewood card tables - 18 tls 
1 large rosewood table - 6 tls 
1 rosewood bookcase - 35 tls 
2 large cabinets - 30 taels 
? John Butler 3 bamboo cots, 1 large chest, 1 writing desk 2 tables  
1736-
1737 
captain Francis Goslin  unsorted contained in chests -450 taels 
captain Richard Sheppard 2 rosewood tables in 2 cases  
captain John Dove  2 lacquered trunks 
steward William Nairne  2 screens, 2 boxes 
1738-
1739 
captain John Pelly 2 small boxes containing stones, screens, and frames 6 boxes 
supercargo Henry Plant  1 chest 
supercargo Richard Martyn  Commission: S.T.L - 1 screen 
supercargo Foster Joshua Pearkes 6 rosewood chairs  
captain Robert Bootle 
200 knot wooden images - 
15 taels 
18 rosewood chairs, 1 
rosewood table, 2 rosewood - 
cabinets 105 tls 
2 rattan matts - 4 tls 
1 table & boxes - 100 Rix 
dollars 
supercargo Thomas Liell 1 rosewood table 1 box 
supercargo John Hodgson 1 rosewood table, 6 rosewood chairs  
supercargo Miles Barne 2 boxes of chairs 1 screen, 3 boxes 




supercargo Henry Plant  1 small case 
supercargo Thomas Liell 1 rosewood table  
supercargo Foster Joshua Pearkes 
rosewood chairs, settee, and 
table in a box 3 boxes 
captain Richard Pinnell 
4 dozen chairs, 14 screens and 




 As can be seen in Table 4, despite the large volume it could have taken up in the cargo, a 
significant amount of furniture was continuously traded during these decades. Most of the 
merchants who sent furniture on their private accounts were supercargoes and commanders. This 
was related to the relatively generous amount of freight-free tonnage granted to the high-rank 
officials for their private ventures. From the 1720s, captains and ship crews could use three 
percent of the ship’s tonnage and supercargoes could use one percent.97 Since the average 
tonnage of the China-bound ships then was between 300 and 400 tons, about 12 to 16 tons were 
allocated hierarchically among the merchants to load their commodities. Private goods were also 
carried in cabins and berths, which were not subject to the tonnage restriction. Over the course of 
the century, the privilege for private traders grew in proportion to the size of the ship. In the 
1730s, captains alone could use up to 13 tons of the cargo.98 It is therefore unsurprising that 
those who were granted the largest size of freight-exempted tonnage transported bulky 
merchandise like furniture. In addition to their own trade, moreover, supercargoes and 
commanders also received commissions from the company, its stockholders, and the merchants 
and individuals who had connections to the EIC. Commissioned furniture, much like armorial 
porcelain, was often decorated with the commissioner’s coat of arms and packed separately [fig. 
1.6]. Although commissioned pieces were still registered on the account of the merchant who 
																																																								
97 Morse, 73. 
98 Earl L. Pritchard, “Private Trade between England and China during the Eighteenth Century (1680-1833),” 
Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 1.1 (August 1957): 118. 
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acted as the intermediary for shipping, it was labeled with the initials of the commissioner so as 
to be differentiated from the merchant’s own commodities.  
  The privilege of free cargo tonnage did not, however, liberate merchant-mariners from 
the problem of space. On the contrary, life on the ship was always encumbered by the problem of 
space and merchants strived to maximize their profit by making efficient use of the limited space 
allowed to them. This was particularly true in cabins where merchants carried private goods that 
were not subject to the tonnage restriction (which only applied to cargo in the hull). A watercolor 
by British painter John Brownrigg Bellasis (1806-1890) depicting the interior of his cabin on the 
ship Malabar shows how such a space could have been organized [fig. 1.7]. The small crammed 
room is taken up mostly by numerous cabinets, which are repurposed as bedframes and benches. 
In the cabin, besides chests and a few hanging shelves, there is only one simple table and a chair, 
which suggests a journey filled with monotony and boredom. The configuration of the room 
explains why a vast majority of the export furniture was cabinets, chests, and writing desks, all 
of which had ample internal storage space that could carry precious or fragile goods. Such 
storage furniture was sometimes inventoried together with contained objects. For instance, 
supercargo Henry Talbot put “sundry small parcels” in his clothes chest in 1729, and Witchcott 
Turner had 26 pieces of silk and one piece of velvet in his in 1733.99 In 1736, Richard Newnam 
kept in his two clothes chests “6 pieces of silks and velvets, 10 pieces peelongs, some pieces [of] 
white clothes & ginghams, sundry small boxes [containing] bondezas, chinaware, a few cattys of 
tea, fans, wearing apparel lining, and sundry odd things.” In his writing desk was contained “a 
parcel of gold belonging to Mr. Manning Lethulier,” valued 58.6 taels and sent by Chinese 
																																																								
99 IOR/G/12/28: 52; IOR/G/12/35: 111. 
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merchant Hawksbill Khiqua. Besides gold, there were also other small objects such as fans and 
snuffboxes.100  
 Not only the interior space of the ship but also the design of export chests and cabinets 
was guided by the principle of space economization. A late eighteenth-century export hardwood 
bureau, for instance, makes use of a clever spatial gimmick [fig. 1.8]. Although it appears to be a 
single object, the bureau is comprised of two separate pieces – a cabinet and a portable writing 
desk – layered seamlessly on top of each other. The stacking of two objects in the form of a 
bureau enabled not just an efficient use of the limited space but also easy transportation. The two 
sets of handles attached to the sides of both pieces granted easy portability to this otherwise 
heavy bureau during its loading and unloading.  
 Besides such storage pieces, tables, chairs, and screens were also made and packaged 
according to a principle of economizing space. A set of six lacquered hall chairs made in Canton 
and currently housed at Osterley Park in London exemplifies the peculiar method of construction 
driven by the imperative of space [fig. 1.9]. These chairs, which appeared in the mansion’s 1782 
inventory as “Eight Japanned Chairs [decorated] with the family Arms”101 were probably made 
during the first half of the eighteenth century when three members of the family – Francis Child 
(1642-1713) and his two sons, Robert (1674-1721) and Francis (1684-1740) – were directors, 
stockholders, and ship owners of the East India Company.102 Only the backs and seats of the 
chairs were made in Canton and the aprons, legs, and the braces that clamp the slightly reclined 
back of the chair were assembled later in London. Similar hall chairs made in Canton during the 
																																																								
100 IOR/G/12/38: 114. 
101 The chairs were located in the “Vestibule Basement Story.” Maurice Tomlin, “The 1782 Inventory of Osterley 
Park,” The Journal of the Furniture History Society 22 (1986): 123. 
102 A thorough case study of the Child family and its relation to the East India Company during the eighteenth 
century was published online by Yuthika Sharma and Pauline Davis on the website of the University College 
London Project, “East India Company at Home: 1757-1857” (http://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/eicah/osterley-park-middlesex).  
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1720s and 1730s are found in other museums and historic houses such as the V&A and Brighton 
House.103 In most cases, the prefabricated chairs were made in a set, flat-packed for shipping, 
and later framed and customized to the taste of their owners. This constructional division 
significantly reduced the volume of the package, allowing more pieces to be shipped in stacks. 
The way in which Henry Talbot registered his rosewood chairs in 1729 – not by pieces but by 
cases – might indicate this shipping method.104  
 The imperative of space also affected the construction of these flat chairs. Whereas the 
seat and legs of a chair were normally joined by a mortise and tenon in Chinese joinery, the seats 
and backs of these export chairs were dovetailed and the bottom frames were later glued and 
nailed directly onto the dovetailed members. Although this could greatly compromise the chair’s 
durability, it seems that this factor could not override the concerns about shipping. The cases in 
which lacquerware were shipped as boards were equally connected to the concerns about limited 
cargo space and portability. As shown in Table 1, a majority of the screens imported via EIC 
ships in 1696 arrived in the form of individual boards and not as finished products. Such boards 
were sold at the auctions as “lacquered boards for screens” and assembled after they were sold. 
In 1709, the Court letter dispatched to China instructed that lacquered boards requisitioned in 
Canton should be made into a certain thickness (1 !" inches) in order that “they may be saw’d in 
two here [in Britain].”105 Similarly, in 1729, Thomas Carter took 9 pieces of lacquered boards 
onboard Harrison for his private trade.106 Boards were not just designed for screens and wall 
panels but could also be used for a variety of other furniture. In 1733, John Starke shipped some 
																																																								
103 Two objects at the V&A are numbers W.16-1962 and W.16&A-1962.  
104 IOR/G/12/28: 52. 
105 IOR/E/3/96: 577.  
106 IOR/G/12/27: 139. 
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cherong107 boards to be used as tabletops for four small tables. Much like the flat chairs, such 
versatile boards were semi-manufactured pieces that could be tailored to the needs of British 
consumers and cabinetmakers. 
 When circumstances did not permit such a constructional division and a completed 
product had to be shipped, they were designed so that they could be folded or dismantled. An 
early eighteenth-century padouk wood export table currently in Saltram, Devon, for instance, 
could be used as either a side table or a game table depending on which of its multiple forms was 
put in place [fig. 1.10]. When stowed, the table could be easily halved by folding.108 Many 
export tables were equipped with a similar folding mechanism with an intention for versatile 
utility and convenient storage. In addition to their folding structures, tables were designed to be 
nested within one another in order to reduce the volume of the package. The aforementioned 
Court letter from 1709 orders a large number of lacquered tea tables to be made in certain 
“[proportions] so as to go five in a nest one within another which will stow closer.”109 Stuffing, 
stacking, folding, and knockdown were thus essential functions and criteria through which the 
forms and kinds of export furniture took shape. Despite the wide difference in designs, values, 
and materials, therefore, export furniture was created by practical considerations of economical 
shipping and easy transportation.  
 Table 4 shows that, as export wares, hardwood furniture was as popular as lacquer 
furniture, and furniture made of rosewood became particularly favored by private traders from 
																																																								
107 Cherong was a kind of manufactured good exported from China, but its identity is unknown. It appears in a few 
nineteenth-century English trade regulations and manuals, such as in David Steel’s The Ship-Masters’ Assistants and 
Owners’ Manual (1801), 15.  
108 As will be discussed in chapter 5, such folding tables were later adopted in Cantonese material culture and 
contributed to the formation of new dining practices.  
109 IOR/E/3/96: 577. 
Chapter 1 
	 58 
the late 1720s on.110 This was related to the fact that rosewood became increasingly popular as a 
material for high-end furniture in contemporary Britain. The two cases in which supercargoes 
Samuel Skinner and Richard Newnam took rosewood planks (years 1729 and 1736) imply that 
the wood was a valuable commodity in itself. According to the Hoppo Book, rosewood indicated 
Chinese huali 花梨 or hualü 花櫚 wood, the literal meaning of which is “flowering pear wood.” 
Huali was native to Hainan Island in Southern China, but it was also imported from Vietnam and 
Thailand as mentioned in Qu’s New Sayings of Guangdong. Similarly, eighteenth-century 
Guangdong customs regulations sorted it into two categories, that of domestic and of foreign 
(fanhuali 番花梨), of which the duty on the latter was heavier (8 maces) than on the former (5 
maces).111 Yet, as discussed in chapter 4, extant pieces of export furniture divulge that rosewood 
did not always mean huali. For instance, a desk and bookcase currently housed in the V&A 
might have been called a rosewood object when it was purchased in Canton in the eighteenth 
century, but the wood it is made of can now be identified as belonging to two species – huali and 
hongmu (See figure 2.8).112 Botanically speaking, many pieces of export rosewood furniture 
were made from padouk (timber obtained from Pterocarpus), which is closely related to hongmu 
and Indian zitan, both of which belong to the same genus. Moreover, extant pieces of export 
furniture show that they were constructed not from a single source of timber but from an array of 
hardwoods native to India and Southeast Asia, such as redwood, teak, padouk, ironwood, merbau 
																																																								
110 Although not included in Table 4, rosewood furniture continued to be traded mainly by commanders after 1740. 
For instance, in 1753, Captain John Nanfan of the ship Clinton registered “2 chests containing Rose wood chairs” 
(BL: Add MS 18019: 115).    
111 Hoppo Book, vol. 1, 56, 58. The botanical identification of huali or rosewood is more complicated than that of 
redwood since the Chinese and English as well as the modern and early modern indexes are different. The Latin 
name for huali is Ormosia henryi, which belongs to the genus Ormosia that produces poisonous red seeds. On the 
other hand, contemporary rosewood is classified as the genus Dalbergia. The common contemporary translation of 
Chinese huali or huanghuali as rosewood is thus a misnomer. Nevertheless, as will be discussed in chapter 4, during 
the eighteenth century, rosewood referred to many botanical species which belong to more than one genus. In 
particular, some of eighteenth-century export Chinese rosewood furniture is made of padouk, timbers yielded from 
the genus Pterocarpus. In this case, rosewood referred more strictly to hongmu (redwood) than to huali.  
112 V&A East Asian Department curatorial file, object no. FE 104-1982. 
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wood (boluogemu 波羅格木), camphor wood, and ebony. The pieces whose materials are not 
specified in Table 4 are likely made from such various species. The export bureau in figure 1.8 is 
made of at least three kinds of wood including ebony and padouk.  
 Although inventories do not inform us about the detailed forms of such furniture, extant 
pieces demonstrate that their appearance was not so much Chinese as British. Some pieces 
faithfully reproduce fashionable models of the time, such as the aforementioned V&A desk and 
bookcase whose design was influenced by Thomas Chippendale’s famous pattern book, The 
Gentleman and Cabinetmaker’s Director (1754) (See figure 2.10). Another such example, a 
padouk wood settee made in the fashionable style of the early eighteenth century would have 
been virtually indistinguishable from its British counterparts from an ordinary consumer’s point 
of view [fig. 1.11]. Export hardwood furniture, which was made of timbers popular in Britain 
like rosewood and produced in British style, has been so completely assimilated into British 
material culture that the provenances of many pieces are still in need of verification. While 
lacquered furniture was undoubtedly associated with East Asia and its cultural and economic 
values were tied to it, hardwood furniture virtually indiscernible from European furniture was 
subject to different sets of evaluation. If the trade in hardwood furniture cannot be explained by 
the same cultural and economic reasons by which the trades, say, in porcelain or silk were 
accounted for, then what was the raison d’être of Chinese hardwood furniture in eighteenth-
century Britain?  
 
IV. Conclusion: Evaluation 
 Although it might appear at first glance that lacquer and hardwood furniture were starkly 
different from each other in their receptions, the path of their shipping, making, and recycling 
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divulges that they were not incompatible. The aforementioned export hall chairs at Osterley 
prove that hardwood and lacquer were not always binary categories. The peculiarity of these 
chairs lies not just in their manner of construction but also in the ways in which both hardwood 
and lacquer were used as primary materials. The black lacquer of the chair was applied to the 
surface of a hardwood substrate. This was different from the common practice in China where 
lacquer was usually varnished on softwood substrates for economic reasons.113 The framing of 
the lacquered seat in plain walnut wood rails also indicates that the juxtaposition of lacquer and 
hardwood was not a violation of aesthetic norms. The case is even more complicated in a similar 
export hall chair dated circa 1725, now at the V&A [fig. 1.12]. Its hardwood back and seat were 
likewise prefabricated and lacquered in Canton and later assembled in Britain with the rails, legs, 
and unique back braces, which were in this case japanned and gilted in order to create a uniform 
outlook. The arms decorated on this chair, however, were not part of the original design and 
were painted some twenty years later when this chair was reused as a gift for a marriage that took 
place in 1759.114 Such examples show that export Chinese furniture was not a static entity, but it 
lived a dynamic material and social life of alterations and refurbishment. A classification based 
solely on material categorization thus falls short of an explanatory model that can satisfy the 
crossover traits of lacquer and hardwood export furniture.  
 On February 10, 1740, Colin Campbell (1686-1757), a Scottish-born merchant and the 
director of the Swedish East India Company, wrote to his friend, Charles Irvine (1693-1771), 
then serving as a chief supercargo at Canton, asking him to supervise a private commission: 
I send you a red lacquered seat for chairs in order to have 12 rosewood chairs made for 
the seats, as Commodore Hay made the seats. He may also make the chairs the best & 
newest fashion you can get, but not too heavy or clumsy. I could wish to have a good 
																																																								
113 For small objects lacquer was varnished on the substrates made of paper, leather, straw, or bamboo.  
114 The marriage took place between Herbert Packington and Elizabeth Hawkins. V&A Furniture Department 
Curatorial File for Object No. W.16&A -1962.  
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rosewood hand scriptore but smaller than the ordinary sort & lighter & to be well fasten'd 
together.115   
 
This short paragraph is packed with rich and intriguing information about the process of furniture 
commissioning and the nature of the object. According to the sequence of the order embedded in 
the passage, Colin Campbell requisitioned twelve red lacquered seats (or possibly chairs) from 
Canton through a commission he gave to a middleman surnamed Hay. Like the examples shown 
before, the seats might have been prefabricated parts of chairs, which were to be assembled in 
Sweden. After a while, Campbell decided to refurbish them. Instead of having them remodeled 
in Europe, he sent one of the seats back to Canton to a friend who was in a timely position to 
help him. He asked Irvine to commission this task to Commodore Hay, trusting his talent in this 
business. 
 This anecdote shows that furniture commissions involved a rather complex network of 
merchants and friends. Commodore Hay must have been one of those captains who conducted a 
private trade in furniture. Campbell’s qualification of Commodore Hay – as one who might 
“make the chairs the best and [in] the newest fashion” – suggests that furniture commissioning 
was a competitive and fashion-sensitive business, which was conducted by merchants well-
connected on both ends of the trade. The unique itinerary of this object calls for attention as well. 
The lacquered seat crossed the maritime trade route between Canton and Gothenburg three times 
over an extended period of time, first as a semi-manufactured member and later as a model for 
refurbishment. This implies that the knockdown characteristic of the export furniture made it 
amenable to manufacture based on a modular system. Furthermore, that the seat was first made 
in red lacquer and then reframed in rosewood demonstrates, again, that lacquer and hardwood 
were compatible. Nevertheless, Campbell’s decision to have his chairs crafted in China twice 
																																																								
115 “Private Memorandum,” from Colin Campbell (Gotenburg) to Charles Irvine (Gotenburg), February 10, 1740. 
James Ford Bell Library, University of Minnesota: Charles Irvine Collection (CIC)/1740/31a.  
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could not have been made without his expertise in the China trade and his knowledge of its 
commodities. Indeed, Campbell was a co-founder of the Swedish East India Company who led 
its inaugural China trade as the chief supercargo in 1732. He had been closely involved in the 
company trade ever since.  
 It can be said that, for a rich and well-versed merchant like Colin Campbell, the time and 
cost might not affect his decision to requisition furniture from the other end of Eurasia. However, 
the question still remains as to why he ordered rosewood chairs from China if they could be 
easily made in Europe and if Chinese craftsmanship – which could not be outwardly accredited – 
would not necessarily increase the value of the object. At least until now, there has been no 
evidence indicating that Chinese rosewood furniture was evaluated superior to its European 
counterpart in the eighteenth century – or, in fact, if ordinary European consumers could even 
discern the two. The same question applies to those hardwood pieces purchased by EIC 
merchants in Canton. What, then, was the charm of Chinese hardwood furniture, if it did not bear 
any distinctive merit on its own accord?  
 As will be discussed in chapter 2, certain institutional and environmental conditions of 
the seasonal trade necessitated European merchants to acquire furniture in Canton. Aside from 
this, however, the decision was also a mercantile one. The records of Captain Robert Bootle’s 
private trade in 1736 and 1739 are valuable in that they include the price of the furniture he 
bought in Canton. In 1736, Bootle bought a large quantity of rosewood furniture – 8 chairs, 2 
card tables, a large table, and a bookcase. The chairs were 48 taels, card tables were 18 taels, the 
large table was 6 taels, and the bookcase was 35 taels.116 According to the EIC exchange rate in 
the eighteenth century, 1 British pound equaled 3 Chinese taels.117 Hence, in British pounds, 
																																																								
116 IOR/G/12/38: 117. 
117 Morse, xxii. 
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each rosewood chair Bootle purchased was approximately £2, the rosewood card table was £3, 
the large rosewood table was £2, and the rosewood bookcase was £12. Yet, things could get 
cheaper. In 1739, Bootle paid a total of 105 taels for 18 rosewood chairs, 1 rosewood table, and 2 
rosewood cabinets.118 Although itemized prices are unavailable, compared to his previous 
invoice, it is possible to surmise that the price of chair must have been reduced and that the price 
of a cabinet probably did not exceed 10 taels. In general, rosewood furniture appeared cheaper 
than lacquered furniture. For instance, each of the two lacquered escritoires that captain Robert 
Hudson purchased in 1729 cost 40 taels, which was more expensive than a rosewood 
bookcase.119 The price was still high when captain William Humbly bought a lacquered cabinet 
from Honqua in the early 1780s at the price of 70 Spanish dollars, equivalent to 52.5 taels.120  
 The price of a piece of furniture was of course subject to many variable factors such as 
size, design, material, maker, and craftsmanship, and thus an absolute comparison solely based 
on price can offer only limited information. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that many extant pieces 
of Chinese rosewood furniture in Britain are preserved in the former aristocratic country houses 
now under the auspices of the National Trust. Most of these stately homes boasted of the best 
furniture collections of the time, and markers such as armorial decoration, superior quality of 
timber, as well as the status of the owner unfailingly point to the status of export hardwood 
furniture as a piece of elite property. Given its nature, then, it is noticeable that the requisition 
price of such objects at Canton was in general lower than that of the fine hardwood furniture 
made in Britain at the time.  
 For instance, invoices sent by the cabinetmaker Jon King to the Earl of Spencer for 
furnishing his stately home, Althorp, in the late 1780s show that “a large mahogany sideboard 
																																																								
118 IOR/G/12/44: 154. 
119 IOR/G/12/27: 123. 
120 William Humbly Papers, BL: MSS Eur C425:17. 
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made to fill in a recess, [of which] the legs [were] turn'd, carved, and fluted of fine wood” cost 
£17. A “library reading desk on a strong pillar and claw stand” was £5.10. Another table in the 
library, more conspicuously adorned and 7’ 2” long, was invoiced at £50.121 Mahogany was the 
most popular commercial timber imported from the Americas in eighteenth-century Britain. 
Although this is a rather late example and thus a direct comparison might not be valid, it is 
important to note that these invoices were made after the price of mahogany dropped 
significantly in the second half of the century due to the duty exemption.122 The cost of high-end 
furniture earlier in the century was not significantly lower, either. In 1759, Thomas Chippendale 
supplied the Earl of Dumfries with several pieces of furniture veneered with tropical timbers in 
order to furnish his newly built country house in Scotland. Among them, a rosewood desk and 
bookcase with a gilted ornamental pedestal was priced £47.5 and a pair of mahogany card tables 
was priced £11.123 A large mahogany bookcase Chippendale made for Lawrence Dundas (1710-
1781) in 1764 was invoiced at £80.124 Such prices were doubtlessly steeper than the price of the 
hardwood furniture purchasable in Canton. Not only the price of the manufactured products but 
also the customs imposed on tropical timbers were higher in Britain than in China. As mentioned 
before, the duty levied on rosewood (huali) at Guangdong Maritime Customs was 5 maces per 
picul, equivalent to £1.5 every 133 !"
!""
 pounds, and that on blackwood (wumu) was but 1 mace 
(£0.3) per picul. This was significantly lower than the British policy, which levied £28 4s 8d for 
every £100 of gross sale.125  
																																																								
121 Althorp Paper, Maintenance Book, 1790. BL: Add MS 77972: 406, 417.  
122 Adam Bowett, The English Mahogany Trade, 1700-1793. PhD Dissertation (Brunel University, 1999), 119-122, 
137-139. While mahogany was exempted from taxation, rosewood and ebony imported from the East Indies were 
subject to the customs of £28 5s for every £100 of gross sale.  
123 Christie’s Press Release (April 13, 2007), 2, 3. http://www.christies.com/presscenter/pdf/05082007/153337.pdf 
(accessed February 11, 2016).  
124 Christie’s Press Release (April 16, 2008), 3. http://www.christies.com/presscenter/pdf/04172008/112339.pdf 
(accessed February 11, 2016). 
125 C. Eyre and A. Strahan, 8, i. 
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 Imported Chinese hardwood furniture was of course subject to customs, freights, and 
other fees and its cost was subsequently increased when it entered the British market. Over the 
course of the century, the charges amounted to some 45-50 percent of the sales value, including, 
according to a 1786 policy, 37 percent as customs and 7 percent as company charge.126 Although 
the retail price of the Bootle’s rosewood furniture is not available,127 the relatively cheaper price 
of requisition in Canton suggests that the export furniture trade was not operating outside cost-
benefit reasoning. If one could tolerate the long wait and the risk of damage during shipping and 
transportation, fine Chinese hardwood furniture could be acquired at a competitive price in 
relation to upscale domestic furniture.  
 The reasonable price of Chinese furniture might appear counterintuitive given that the 
private trade conducted by commanders and officials was largely a trade in small and expensive 
items such as textiles, precious gemstones, and objects made of costly materials like ivory and 
tortoiseshell, which took up a small amount of cargo space and produced high returns. The value 
of such luxury objects thus lay in their rarity and inimitable craftsmanship rather than in the 
economic cost of production, and their high price was justified often by such culturally laden 
qualifiers as “rare” and “curious.”128 Assimilated to the British outlook and made of the same 
																																																								
126 Pritchard remarks that the total charges imposed on the Chinese wares could be as high as 50 percent of their 
sales value in the early eighteenth century, but this was an average rate (Pitzchard, 113-114). According to the 1786 
customs regulation, the charge on hardwood furniture was about 45 percent (C. Eyre and A. Strahan, vi). Duties 
levied on the lacquered furniture were much higher. Its import duty was 49 percent and the company change was 9 
percent of the sales value.  
127 Although of a different nature and period, the auction price of Chinese furniture imported in bulk via EIC ships in 
1703 might serve as an indirect point of reference. At the auction held on March 23, payments made for cabinets 
ranged between £2 and £40, chests of drawers and dressing boxes were sold for about £1~£5, and a set of tea tables 
were sold between 2s and 7s. IOR/B/44: 50, 87, 90.  
128 “Curious” was one of the most frequent adjectives used to describe the outlandish and attractive nature of Asian 
objects in early modern Britain. For instance, inventory of goods owned by John Evelyn included things such as 
“several curious things in the cabinet, silk flowers braded, straw, gum, and feather, Indian,” and “2 cups of coco 
cover & lock filigrees, curious” (Evelyn Papers, vol., CCXXXVII. Inventories of Goods at Sayes Court, Wotton, and 
the Evelyns’ London Lodgings, 1663-1709. British Museum: Add MS 78404: 15, 40.). The frontispiece of John 
Starker and George Parker’s famous book of japanning, A Treatise of Japaning and Vanishing (1688), described the 
appended “above a hundred distinct patterns for japan-work, in imitation of Indians, for tables, stands, frames, and 
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timbers imported into Britain, Chinese hardwood furniture could not be evaluated based on the 
same criteria. Unlike lacquered furniture, hardwood furniture did not have the same cultural 
cachet of “Asia” and its value had to come from elsewhere. Even if lacquer and hardwood were 
compatible categories (and manipulated as such by merchants like Campbell), finely wrought 
lacquerware was more expensive than plain wood objects.  
 Consequently, the trade of hardwood furniture between China and Britain demonstrates 
that a trade subject to a different rationale – that of practicality, cost-effectiveness, and most of 
all, substitution for domestic products – operated in tandem with the trade in precious objects. 
Chinese hardwood furniture attained an important place in the China trade because its reasonable 
cost of production and the fine quality of its hardwood enabled it to compete with domestic 
furniture in Britain. If European japanware was initially a substitute for Asian lacquerware, in 
much the opposite way, export Chinese hardwood furniture was a substitute for expensive British 
furniture.   
																																																																																																																																																																																		
cabinets, boxes &c” as “curiously engraven.” Rare is of course an adjective that described the scarcity of a 
commodity, which implied an inherent value stemmed from such a status. For instance, Museum Calonnianum, a 
catalogue of natural history specimens collected by Charles Calonne (1734-1803) introduced his collection as 
“consisting of the most beautiful and rare subjects in entomology, conchology, ornithology, mineralogy, &c.” This 
collection included “the most rare and curious productions brought from Africa, the East and West Indies, the 
Islands of Ceylon, Amboyna, and Borneo; from China, Peru, New Zealand, and the newly discovered islands in the 
southern ocean” (Charles Alexandre de Calonne, Museum Calonnianum (London, 1797), title page and the first page 





Mapping the World within a Cabinet of Knowledge: 





 In the Lady Lever Art Gallery in Port Sunlight, UK, a sumptuously decorated rosewood 
cabinet is on display amidst numerous masterpieces of British decorative arts from the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. Dated circa 1760, it belonged formerly to an esquire named H. Percy 
Dean and was sold at a Christie’s auction in London on June 14, 1909 [fig. 4.1]. Calling it “a 
Chippendale cabinet,” the 1909 Christie’s catalogue described it as a tour de force of the 
collection:  
 Lot 26: A CHIPPENDALE CABINET of amboyna- and rose-wood; the front is of 
slightly serpentine form, and has four doors, which are finely veneered with amboyna-
wood, and inlaid with narrow chequer bands in ivory and ebony; the doors enclose 
ninety-three small drawers […] The centre of the cabinet is surmounted by a pagoda-like 
roof of rose-wood, carved with latticework, and surmounted by a shield and small vases, 
from which hang ivory bells […].1 
 
 
As emphasized in the description, the cabinet exemplifies the eighteenth-century chinoiserie fad 
in decorative arts that is best known, in this case, by the style of the renowned cabinetmaker, 
Thomas Chippendale (1718-1779). Yet, equally important as its design is a material that 
constitutes it – the “pagoda-like roof” and “latticework” of rosewood. Crafted with timbers from 
Asia such as rosewood, padouk, and amboyna (burl form of padouk), the materials of the cabinet 
are perfectly aligned with its illusory Chinese-style design.  
 Behind the cabinet doors, however, unfolds a rather different scene. The interior of the 
cabinet is fitted with 91 drawers of various sizes, of which the fronts are veneered with at least 
																																																								
1 Christie’s, Catalogue of the Highly Important Collection of Old English Furniture, formed by H. P. Dean, Esq., of 
Bridgefoort House, Iver, Bucks (London, 1909), 6-7. 
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41 different kinds of wood [fig. 4.2]. In some of the drawers remain the original labels inscribed 
with the names of the veneered woods. They allow the beholder to study and appreciate different 
hues, grain patterns, and other physical characteristics of the wood samples, which, through their 
neatly compartmentalized arrangement, yield a certain degree of classificatory knowledge. In 
this regard, as argued by specialist Adam Bowett, this object can be considered a wood specimen 
cabinet.2 Of 86 identified veneers, five are labeled as “Rosewood.” Based on the laboratory 
analysis, it is possible to know that the rosewood specimens were collected from various parts of 
the world: one of them (no. 52) is sourced from Honduras,3 and two others (nos. 67 and 71) are 
made of Pterocarpus spp from tropical Asia and Africa, which are now called padouk rather than 
rosewood [fig. 4.3].4 Despite the differences in their origins and botanical IDs, these global 
woods were summoned to the category of rosewood when the cabinet was crafted and the labels 
were created.  
 Rosewood thus serves a dual function in the Chippendale specimen cabinet. On the 
exterior, it materializes the representation of an illusive imagery of Asia; in the interior, it 
partakes in the visual presentation of classified arboreal knowledge. On one hand, it is a silent   
understudy of an imposing pictorial statement about a foreign culture; one the other hand, it 
actively brings attention to its material properties presented under the label, “rosewood.” Is this 
cabinet’s juxtaposition of the two drastically different modes of material practice with rosewood 
merely coincidental? If not, what kind of relationship lies between them?   
																																																								
2 This cabinet is featured prominently in Adam Bowett’s Woods in British Furniture-Making, 1400-1900: An 
Illustrated Historical Dictionary (London: Oblong Creative, 2012). He provides detailed information of many of the 
woods used for the veneers of internal drawers. See, for instance, pages 11, 41,46, 50, 51, 63, 64, 77, 80, 89, 90.  
3 An old but not original label on this drawer describes it as “West Indian Rosewood.”  
4 Since Pterocarpus is the source of padouk rather than rosewood, the original label is somewhat misleading from 
the contemporary point of view. Yet, as will be discussed, the term padouk was coined only in the late eighteenth 




 Tracing the history of the term rosewood as it was used in early modern Britain, this 
chapter examines how the term became an agent that wove a complex web of spatial and 
epistemic transformations taking place in cultural and natural histories during the eighteenth 
century. As mentioned in the previous chapter, a majority of the hardwood furniture made in 
Canton for British consumers during the eighteenth century was traded under the name of 
rosewood. This rosewood was, however, different from the rosewood which had been known to 
the British in the previous century and was also different from what it was translated from – the 
Chinese huali 花梨 wood. The definition of rosewood, in fact, experienced a drastic change 
during the pre-Linnaean period. Nowadays, it refers to several kinds of fragrant tropical species 
that belong to the genus Dalbergia, which are commonly used as cabinet woods. Yet, it was not 
until the nineteenth century that the utility and botanical knowledge of rosewood arrived at a 
harmonious conjuncture. During the eighteenth century, rosewood encompassed various kinds of 
soft and hardwood trees found in the (sub-)tropical regions of Asia and America, which, due to 
the ad-hoc manner of the knowledge accruement, did not have a botanical correspondent. Further 
back in the seventeenth century, rosewood was known as a species completely different from its 
eighteenth-century referents – a shrub that grew on the eastern boundary of Europe and was used 
primarily in medicine. Over the course of the eighteenth century, therefore, the influx of 
knowledge about the world brought about a significant expansion and confusion of what had 
been a rather parochial meaning.  
 The translation of huali as rosewood in Hoppo Book – an English annotation of Chinese 
tariffs produced in the 1750s – as discussed in chapter 1 thus exemplifies a moment when a new 
meaning was accrued to this word through commerce and travel in East Asia. From the modern 
perspective, this translation is inaccurate because the botanical species that constitute huali are in 
Chapter 2 
	 70 
fact not Dalbergia spp. It is now understood that huali consists of at least two different genera: 
first, that which grows in Hainan Island in South China is identified as Ormosia; and second, that 
which was historically imported from Southeast Asia is known as padouk5 – a commercial 
timber sourced from the genus Pterocarpus spp [fig. 4.4].6 Neither of the two species is therefore 
theoretically rosewood. Nevertheless, the slippage of the translation betrays a rich and entangled 
historicity of the term and the discursive power of the knowledge associated with it, particularly 
in relation to what it referred to and how it described the referent in the cross-cultural context. 
Indeed, the choice of rosewood could not be founded on a word-for-word translation, for this 
word meant much more. Through its porous semantics, rosewood coordinated an expanding 
geographical awareness of the world and various domains of knowledge – pharmaceutical, 
botanical, commercial, and cultural – to order and classify the material world.  
																																																								
5 The word padouk was coined in fact only in the first half of the nineteenth century, while rosewood was the term 
by which export Chinese huali wood furniture was described throughout the eighteenth century. The earliest existing 
record of padouk is found in British missionary Haward Malcolm (1799-1879)’s Travels in South-East Asia: 
Embracing Hindustan, Malay, Siam, and China (1839). He describes it as a Burmese mahogany (“pa-douk, or 
mahogany (swietenia mahogani) is plenty in the upper provinces, especially round Ava”) rather than associating it 
with rosewood. Haward Malcolm, Travels in South-East Asia: Embracing Hindustan, Malay, Siam, and China; 
With Notices of Numerous Missionary Stations and a Full Account of the Burman Empire (Boston: Gould, Kendall, 
and Lincoln, 1844), 161-162; the burl form of padouk was known as amboyna (mostly Pterocarpus indicus) from 
the seventeenth century, but it was not associated with rosewood.  
6 The accurate Chinese translation of rosewood has been subject to a prolonged debate carried out by historians, 
furniture experts, and botanists. As will be discussed later, based on historical records and wood identification, both 
zitan (red sandalwood) and huali could have been understood and traded by the Westerners as rosewood. 
Contemporary scholars and experts also have divergent opinions about its verification in Chinese context. The 
discussion is more complicated because the source of the wood has expanded over the past three centuries. While 
Wang Shixiang argues that huali is a sub-species of Dalbergia (Dalbergia hannantensi or Dalbergia odorifera), 
wood analysis of samples has proven that at least some of it is Pterocarpus indicus (See, Wang Shixiang, 
Connoisseurship of Chinese Furniture, vol. 1 (Hong Kong: Art Museum Resources, 1990), 149-150; Gustave Ecke, 
Chinese Domestic Furniture in Photographs and Measured Drawings (New York: Dover Publications,1986), 46-47). 
Craig Clunas also identifies it as Pterocarpus spp in his Superfluous Things (Craig Clunas, Superfluous Things 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1991), 42-43). Zitan has also been a source of much confusion. In the most 
recent publication on zitan wood, Chinese botanist Zhou Mo argues that the term comprises historically two species, 
small-leafed zitan (Pterocarpus santalinus) and large-leafed zitan (Dalbergia luovelli) (See Zhou Mo, “Ming Qing 
jia ju de cai zhi yan jiu yu jian ding – zitan” (A Study and Appraisal of the Ming and Qing Dynasty Zitan wood 
Furniture), Shoucangjia (Collectors), 23.4: 51-58; no. 5; 51-56). Thus it could be best comprehended that a number 
of sub-species related to Pterocarpus and Dalbergia were historically traded under the names of huali and zitan, 
mostly based on their outward properties such as hue, grain patterns, density, as well as fragrance. In this chapter, 
therefore, the material reference to rosewood and padouk in Chinese is primarily huali wood; in terms of the textual 
reference, both zitan and huali will be discussed.     
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 In a nutshell, rosewood reflected two “transformational” characteristics in different forms 
of eighteenth-century British knowledge of the world: first, the transition during which this 
rather ancient word that had meant a European species was adapted to designate different trees 
found in an ever-broadening scope of geography well beyond Europe; second, the transition 
during which this lay term rosewood was used as a placeholder in the nascent modern botanical 
nomenclature to define and classify the species heretofore unfamiliar to the Europeans. As will 
be seen, this process also reflected a transition in the mode of early modern knowledge 
acquisition – from relying on classical texts to learning from travels and new sources. 
Throughout this transition, rosewood – as a universalizing category of knowledge – mapped 
Eurasia on natural and cultural registers. China, in particular, epitomized such a tendency in 
knowledge mapping.  
 
     I. The Episteme of Rosewood in Early Modern Britain 
Rosewood as Medicine 
 As shown in the previous chapter, the British East India Company records of the private 
trade in Canton in the 1720s and 1730s demonstrate that rosewood furniture was one of the most 
popular items for British private traders. Perhaps second only to mahogany, rosewood was one of 
the most favored tropical timbers used in veneered furniture in eighteenth-century Britain. Like 
mahogany, at the time its opulence reflected an increasing import of this timber from overseas. 
Nonetheless, rosewood was not originally associated with cabinetmaking, nor was it a marker of 
an exotic wood before the eighteenth century. The earliest English records on rosewood or its 
Latinated name lignum rhodium produced in the seventeenth century described it, in fact, 
not as a commercial timber but as a medicinal ingredient.  
Chapter 2 
	 72 
 In the compendium of pharmaceutical recipes titled The Ladies Dispensatory, Containing 
the Natures, Vertues, and Qualities of All Herbs, and Simples Usefull in Physick (1651), for 
instance, the author Leonard Sowerby wrote that “Decoction of rosewood, boiled in wine, held in 
the mouth, with witch also the mouth may be washed against malign ulcers” was a treatment 
“[against] Cancer and corrosive Ulcer.”7 The Pharmacopoeia Londinensis, published by the 
Royal College of Physicians of London in 1653, stated that rosewood was a simple that 
possessed a “moderately hot and dry” property, was useful in “[stopping] loosness [and 
provoking] urin,” and was “excellent to clense filthy ulcers.”8 Another encyclopedia from 1688 
listed it under the fiftieth category of “trees which [were] esteemed for their wood and bark,” as 
that which had an “astringent and cooling” effect.9  
 A popular way of using rosewood in the herbal medicine was to use its essential oil. The 
1678 English translation of a pharmacopeia written by the French pharmacist Moyse Charas 
(1619-1698) explained the process of decocting rosewood essential oil. “I Begin,” Charas wrote, 
“the Distillation of Woods with that of lignum rhodium, otherwise Rosewood; so called, not that 
it bears Roses, but for that the smell of it is very like to that of Roses.” After describing a 
complex process of extraction, he then explained the medical efficacy of the essential oil: 
 This distill'd Oil of Lignum Rhodium is esteem'd as well for its pleasing scent, as for its 
medicinal vertues. Some there are that prescribe it in diseases of the Mouth and Throat, 
as also for those of the Reins and Bladder, mixing it for those uses with fine powder'd 
Sugar, and steeping it in its own proper Water; making use of it as well in Gargarisms for 
																																																								
7 Leonard Sowerby, The ladies dispensatory, containing the natures, vertues, and qualities of all herbs, and simples 
usefull in physick. Reduced into a methodicall order, for their more ready use in any sicknesse, or other accident of 
the body. The like never published in English. With an alphabeticall table of all the vertues of each herb, and simple 
(1651), 49. 
8 Royal College of Physicians of London, Pharmacopoeia Londinensis, or, The London dispensatory (London, 
1653), 12. This Aspalathus is different from the homonymous genus in modern botany, which is the source of 
Rooibos tea endemic to South Africa.  
9 Randle Holme, The Academy of Armory, or A Storehouse of Armory and Blazon Containing the Several Variety of 
Created Beings, and How Born in Coats of Arms, Both Foreign and Domestick (Chester, 1688), 119. 
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diseases of the Mouth, as in drink, from two or three to ten or twelve drops, in five or six 
ounces of its own proper Water [...].10  
 
According to Charas, the agreeable fragrance and “medicinal [virtue]” of rosewood could be 
engineered to produce various wholesome effects. Seventeenth-century English writers thus 
spoke mostly about pharmaceutical values of the wood.  
 Charas underscored that the term rosewood had originated from its fragrance similar to 
“that of Roses.” As this suggests, rosewood was also used in aromatherapy and perfuming, 
targeting especially women. With its increasing availability in the eighteenth century, it became 
a common ingredient found in women’s dispensatories and cosmetic recipes. In a 1711 
translation of Nicolas Lémery’s (1645-1715) Le nouveau recueil de curiositez rares & nouvelles 
des plus admirables effets de la nature & de l’art, rosewood appeared as an ingredient for 
potpourris or “sweet-bags” to perfume linen.11 A remedy for a prolapsed uterus contained in a 
1740 dispensatory included exposing the patient to a fume produced from coarse powders made 
out of guaiacum, mastic, frankincense, gums of juniper, benjamin, cinnabar, aloes wood, red rose 
flower, and rosewood.12 A book on skincare and dressing published in 1787 asked for an ounce 
of rosewood to be mixed with liquid storax, Florentine orrice, and sandalwood to make “gloves 
scented without flowers.”13  
Rosewood and Aspalathus 
 What precisely, then, was rosewood and how did scholars come to know about it? The 
origin of rosewood was in fact a subject of continuous discussion among botanists as well as 
pharmacologists throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The most dominant view 
																																																								
10 Moyse Charas, The royal pharmacopoeea, galenical and chymical according to the practice of the most eminent 
and learned physitians of France (London, 1678), 34-35. 
11 Nicolas Lémery, New Curiosities in Art and Nature: Or, A Collection of the Most Valuable Secrets in All Arts and 
Sciences; As Appears by the Contents (London, 1711), 61. 
12 Anonymous, The Ladies Dispensatory; Or, Every Woman Her Own Physician (London, 1740), 144. 
13 Anonymous, A New Collection of the Most Easy and Approved Methods of Preparing Baths, Essences, Pomatums, 
Powders, Perfumes, Sweet-scented Waters (London, 1787), 46.  
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during the seventeenth century was that rosewood was a plant called in Latin Aspalathus. In 
1633, apothecary Thomas Johnson (d. 1644) published an enlarged edition of The Herball, or 
Generall Historie of Plantes, a famous encyclopedia botanica originally written by John Gerarde 
(1545-1612) in 1597. In this edition, Johnson added a chapter on rosewood, which he called 
“Aspalathus” [fig. 4.5]:  
Both these as also some other woods are referred to the Aspalathus described by 
Dioscorides, lib.I.c.19. But the later of these I take to be the better of the two sorts there 
mentioned. The first of them is whitish without having a yellowish or citrine coloured 
round in the middle: the taste is hottish, and smell somewhat like that of a white-Rose. 
The other hath also a small ring of white, next the thicke and rugged barke, and the inner 
wood is of a reddish colour, very dense, solid and firme, as also in different heavie: the 
smell of this is also like that of a Rose, whence they vulgarly call it Lignum Rhodium, 
Rose-wood, rather than from Rhodes the place where the later of them is said to grow.14 
 
 
Johnson argued that Aspalathus consisted of two sorts – namely white and red –, which could be 
discerned by the color of the heartwoods. Although the red was denser and heavier than the 
white, both had the fragrance of roses, and like Charas, he noted that its colloquial name 
rosewood derived from this characteristic. At the same time, however, Johnson also suggested 
that the name might have come from the origin of this plant – Rhodes, then part of the Ottoman 
Empire. After describing the physical attributes of the plant, he proceeded to explain its medical 
efficacy in cleansing and healing ulcers, a feature repeated almost verbatim by later 
pharmacologists, including those mentioned above.   
 Much of Johnson’s botanical and medicinal knowledge of Aspalathus was in fact derived 
directly from Greek physician and botanist Pedanius Dioscorides’ (40-90AD) text on 
“Aspalathos.” In his magnum opus, De Materia Medica, Dioscorides wrote that Aspalathos was 
“a woody, kinde of shrub having many prickly thornes, growing in Istrus, & Nisyrus, & Rhodes,” 
																																																								
14 Thomas Johnson, The Herball, or Generall Histoire of Plantes / gathered by John Gerarde of London master in 




and that it had “thick, odoriferous, & bitter” properties and disclosed “a red or a purple colour” 
when debarked.15 He further remarked that Aspalathos comprised two kinds of shrubs, 
respectively white and red. The view that rosewood was an Aegean shrub called Aspalathus was 
thus hinged on the knowledge of Greek canons, although Dioscorides had never mentioned the 
rose-like scent of the plant. This view remained dominant until the mid-eighteenth century when 
increasing information on rosewood put into question the validity of inherited ancient 
knowledge.16  
 A philological survey of the texts on Aspalathus in pharmaceutical writings published 
from the late seventeenth century onward discloses a gradually increasing tendency to curb the 
credence toward the ancient knowledge in the face of new information generated by new 
discoveries. In 1694, French pharmacologist Pierre Pomet (1658-1699) already held some 
reservation against the classical knowledge of Aspalathus in his Histoire générale des drogues. 
While Johnson, who preceded Pomet by half a century, wholeheartedly trusted Dioscorides, 
Pomet broached the subject with a caution about the difficulty and confusion with which 
contemporary botanists approached the nature of Aspalathus – which, according to him, was “not 
better known to the ancients,” either. About the confusion of Aspalathus, he noted that eagle 
																																																								
15 Pedanius Dioscorides, The Greek Herbal of Discorides (De Materia Medica), translated manuscript by John 
Goodyer (1655), ed. Robert T. Gunther (Oxford, first printed in 1934), 20. The complete section on Aspalathos 
[Aspalathus] in the English translation reads as follows: “[Aspalathus, somme call Sphagnon, somme Phasganon, 
but ye Syrians call it Diaxylon.] Somme Erysisceptron. It is a woody kinde of shrub hauing many prickly thornes, 
growing in Istrus, & Nisyrus, & Syria, & Rhodes, which the oyntment-makers use for the thickening of their 
ointments. That is good which is heauie, & after it is barked about, enclining to a red or a purple colour, thick, 
odoriferous, & bitter in the [taste]. There is also another kinde of it, Spartiumbhrridum or Cytisus spinosus white, 
woody, without any smell, which is also reckoned the worst. It hath an heating with a binding qualitie, whence, 
being sod in wine, & gargalized, it is good both for the tetra vlcera oris, & for the Nomae in genitalibus, & for ye 
Immunda eluvies, & for the ozoena,being infused; & being put into a Pessum it brings out the Embryon. But the 
decoction thereof Alvum sistit, & being dranck stops the Reiectio sanguinis, & it dissolues the Dysuria, & the 
Inflations.”  
16 For instance, Both 1702 Dispensatory of the Royal College of Physicians in Edinburgh and the 1716 edition of 
Pharmacopoia Londinensis juxtapose Aspalathus and Rhodium under the title of rosewood. Royal College of 
Physicians of Edinburgh, The Dispensatory of the Royal College of Physicians in Edinburgh (London, 1702), 5; 
Royal College of Physicians of London, Pharmacopoia Londinesis (London, 1716), 21. 
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wood, “a wood slightly bitter, heavy, oleaginous, and filled with veins in different colors which 
in ensemble render the wood reddish,” and rosewood were currently all sold under this name [fig. 
4.6].17 In the following discussion, Pomet, like his precedents, addressed the common 
misconception surrounding the term rosewood: 
The third, Aspalathum wood, is common and already known to us as much as the two 
above are little known and rare. Aspalathum wood is that which we call Rhode wood or 
rosewood because it has the fragrance of roses, not because it is a subshrub that bears 
roses as most people believe. Rosewood is of the color of dead leaves…[and] is brought 
from several places in Levant, but primarily from the Isles of Rhode and Cyprus, 
wherefrom came its name rosewood or Cyprus wood, although Father Tertre would want 
to draw a distinction between the two.18 
 
 
Like others, Pomet stated that rosewood obtained its name from its origin and fragrance, and was 
imported from the eastern Mediterranean region. Although his description of rosewood is little 
different in its crux from Johnson or, more fundamentally, Dioscorides, Pomet attempted to 
clarify the relationship between rosewood and Aspalathus by arguing that they were not 
interchangeable. In 1712, Pomet’s book was translated into English with an extensive annotation 
written by chemist Nicholas Lémery (1645-1715). Here, Lémery added a new piece of 
information, which hadn’t been invoked by any previous scholars. He remarked that rosewood 
was not just “brought from the Levant, and some [were brought] from the Canaries.”19  
 After this point, the Canary Islands emerged as a new source of rosewood in many texts 
to the extent that it largely eclipsed Rhodes. With this, the botanical and medicinal knowledge of 
																																																								
17 Pierre Pomet, Histoire Generale des Drogues (Jean-Baptiste Loyson & Augustin Pillon, 1694), 105-106. 
18 “Le troisiéme bois d’Aspalath nous est autant connu & commun, que les deux cy-dessus nous sont inconnus & 
rares; & ce troisiéme bois d’Aspalath est ce que nous appellons bois de Rhode ou de Rose, à cause qu’il a l’odeur 
des roses, & non pas que ce soit le bois du sous-arbrisseau, qui porte les roses comme la pluspart le croyent. Le bois 
de rose est de couleur de feüille morte de l’odeur cy-dessus, qui nous est apporté de plusiers endroits du Levant, mas 
principalement de l’Isle de Rhode & de Cypre, d’où est venu son nom de bois de Rose ou de Cypre, quoyque le R. P. 
du Tertre veut qu’il y aye une distinction entre le bois de rose & le bois de Cypre.” Pomet, 106. The 1712 English 
translation is abridged and contains several mistakes, so I translated the passage. 
19 Pierre Pomet, A Complete History of Druggs, Written in French by Monsieur Pomet, Chief Druggist to the Late 
French King Lewis XIV. To which is added what is further observable on the same subject, from Mess. Lemery and 
Tournefort, vol. 3 (London, 1712), 60. 
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rosewood also began to take a new direction. A text from 1748 described rosewood as “chiefly 
from [the] Canaries.”20 In An Experimental History of the Materia Medica, published in 1761, 
chemist William Lewis (1708-1781) mentioned that “Rhodium or Rosewood, the wood or root of 
a tree of which we have no certain account [is] brought from the Canary islands, in long crooked 
pieces, full of knots, externally of a whitish colour, internally of a deep yellow, with a reddish 
cast [my italics].”21 Here, both the origin and the description of the tree have moved significantly 
away from the accounts of Dioscorides and Johnson. Not only its provenance but its properties 
and efficacies, as well, became subject to verification. A posthumous publication of John Quincy 
(d. 1722), Pharmacopoeia Officinalis & Extemporanea, wrote, “[It is] a wood, or rather perhaps 
a root, that comes from the Canaries, of a yellowish colour, and hard woody substance, full of 
knots. It is accounted astringent and drying.” Quincy then added, “[Though] much in use 
amongst the ancients, it is almost quite rejected as an internal medicine now. An oil drawn from 
it, is of an admirable scent, and very comfortable to the head, where perfumes are not offensive; 
for this may be reckoned one of the principal. It is chiefly used in scenting pomatum and 
liniments.”22 Such texts demonstrated a growing suspicion about the veracity of the equation 
between rosewood and Aspalathus. If misguided texts relying on ancient canons had created such 
misinformation, it seems that the early eighteenth-century scholars felt an urge to rectify it. 
 This urge surfaced most saliently in A New Treatise on British and Foreign Vegetables, a 
1751 English translation of French chemist and pharmacologist Étienne François Geoffroy’s 
(1672-1731) materia medica. He opened the chapter on woods with an entry about “Rhodian 
Wood,” notably avoiding the term Aspalathus. After providing a brief description of its 
																																																								
20 William Ellis, The Timber-Tree Improved (Dublin, 1742), 87. 
21 William Lewis, An Experimental History of the Materia Medica, or of the Natural and Artificial Substances Made 
Use of in Medicine (London, 1761), 346. 




characteristics, Geoffroy noted that rosewood was “formerly brought from the Island of Rhodes 
[my italics].” He then argued that the term Aspalathus should be dissociated from rosewood, for 
“[although] some suppose it to be the Aspalathus of the Ancients, it is evident, from the 
Description which Dioscorides and Galen have given of Aspalathus, that we have no such Drug 
at this time in the Shops.”23 After recapitulating the prolonged dispute over the identity of 
rosewood, Geoffroy relocated its habitat from Europe to the broader world: 
What Tree this Wood is produced from, in Rhodes and Cyprus, is quite uncertain. […] 
Paul Herman, in his manuscript treatise, tells us it is the Root of a Cytisus which grows 
in the Canaries, but gives no Description of the Plant. And indeed Rhodian Wood is 
imported from the Canaries; as also from the Antilles, and some oriental Countries; and 




 Behind Geoffroy’s rewriting of the rosewood entry lay a source of knowledge different 
from classical texts. Expanding volume of maritime trades, growing number of European 
merchants, missionaries, and travellers outside Europe, and increasing circulation of literature 
about Asia, Africa, and the Americas all contributed to the revision of pharmaceutical and 
botanical treatises in favor of new knowledge gleaned from new findings. The recognition that 
rosewood was found not just in European peripheries – such as Rhodes and the Canaries – but 
also in Asia and the New World – including Antilles, Jamaica, and “some oriental Countries” – 
cast a new light on both botanical and cultural understandings of the wood. By the 1780s, the 
association between rosewood and Aspalathus seemed to have become largely – though not 
completely – outdated; instead, a new taxonomic status was being forged for it within the new 
systematics based on the Linnaean system. In the 1789 edition of The Edinburgh New 
Dispensary, the editor mentioned, “in those modern pharmacopeias which admit the lignum 
																																																								
23 Étienne François Geoffroy, A New Treatise on British and Foreign Vegetables, Which Are Noew Constantly Used 
in the Practice of Physick (London, 1751), 106. 
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rhodium, different Linnaean names are at present given to it: Thus the authors of the 
Dispensatorium Brunsvicenne suppose it to be the rhodiola rosa of Linnaeus; and they may 
perhaps be as near the truth as the authors of the Pharmacopoeia Rossica.”24  
 As implied in the gradual change of perspective from Quincy to the New Dispensary, the 
mid-eighteenth century saw a milestone in the knowledge of rosewood within the broader 
changes happening in the natural history. If it had been identified as a lay name of a shrub that 
first appeared in an ancient Greek text, now it came to be seen as something completely different. 
The ambivalent attitude toward the neologisms for lignum rhodium, however, revealed in the 
New Dispensary points at the epistemological uncertainty of this plant, which was at once old 
and new. What, then, was rosewood if it was not Aspalathus, and what was its utility if the 
ancient medicinal recipes were no longer valid?  
 
     II. “Our Inlayers use Rose-Wood from the Indies”: Rosewood from Asia 
 In 1670, in his second edition of Silva, John Evelyn briefly mentioned rosewood before 
he explained a method of shading woods with hot sand. 
I know not whether it may be any Service to speak here of Colour’d Woods, I mean such 
as are naturally so, because besides the Berbery for Yellow, and Holly for White, we have 
very few: Our Inlayers use Fustic, Locust, or Acacia; Brasile, Prince and Rose-wood for 
Yellow and Reds, with several others brought from both the Indies.25  
 
 
The text shows explicitly that rosewood was used by English cabinetmakers in inlaying and 
marquetry by the late seventeenth century. Yet, this rosewood was clearly not the same as 
Aspalathus, for it was imported from “the Indies.” The rather coarse and utility-driven 
description of the category – “Colour’d Woods” – indicates that the primary use of rosewood 
																																																								
24 William Lewis, The Edinburgh New Dispensatory: Containing 1. The Elements of Pharmaceutical Chemistry, II. 
The Materia Medica (Edinburgh, 1789), 221. 
25 John Evelyn, Sylva, Or A Discourse of Forest-Trees (London, 1670), 200. 
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from the Indies, as Evelyn notes, was grounded on its colors, which could be used for decoration 
in furniture making. In an earlier part of Sylva, Evelyn also wrote: “we have now, I am almost 
perswaded, as beautiful Planks of some Wallnut-trees, neer the Root; and of Eugh, Ivy, Rose-
wood, and Olive, I have seen incomparable pieces.”26 According to the research on British 
cabinet woods conducted by Adam Bowett, the rosewood Evelyn referred to was likely the 
species of Pterocarpus imported from the Indian Ocean.27 As studies have shown, during 
Evelyn’s time, an increasing number of overseas trees and shrubs were introduced to England for 
gardening and manufactures, and their number reached 130 by the end of the seventeenth 
century.28  
 Alongside the increasing visibility of foreign woods in the domestic market, a growing 
number of European travelors paid attention to the foreign trees that grew outside Europe. The 
earliest known record of rosewood found beyond the East Mediterranean is kept in the memoir 
of French merchant Vincent Leblanc (1554-1640), who traveled to Persia in the early 
seventeenth century. In his memoir, The World Surveyed, or The Famous Voyages & Travailes 
of Vincent le Blanc, or White, of Marseilles, translated into English in 1660, Leblanc mentioned 
that he found a habitat of rosewood trees in the Island of Suachan. Suachan, or the town of 
Dalaca, according to Leblanc and some others, was near the coast of Ethiopia off the Red Sea. 
He described the island as the “great store of the wood called Santall [sandal], red, white, and 
citron color, store of Ebony, and the most exquisite Rose wood, also another sort of wood called 
Sorba, much like Brasill, but makes a very deep dye.”29 Given his description of the region and 
																																																								
26 Evelyn, 65.  
27 Bowett, 200. 
28 Kenneth Lemmon, “The Hunt for New Plants,’ in The Garden: A Celebration of One Thousand Years of British 
Gardening, ed. John Harris (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 1979), 94. 
29 Vincent Leblanc, The World Surveyed, or The Famous Voyages & Travailes of Vincent le Blac, or White, of 
Marsailles,...containing a more exact description of several parts of the world, then hath hitherto been done by any 
other authour: the whole work enriched with many authentick histories / originally written in French; and faithfully 
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the forestry, the rosewood Leblanc mentioned must have been a tropical wood, and consequently, 
it was different from that which was growing in Rhodes and probably more similar to what 
Evelyn was referring to.  
 With the increasing number of voyages to South and East Asia in the subsequent periods, 
rosewood growing in several Asian regions also came into European awareness. In 1718, an 
English version of French scholar Pierre Daniel Huet’s (1630-1721) memoir on the Dutch East 
India trade was first published in Amsterdam. As if attesting to its subtitle – “A treatise very 
necessary for every Englishman” –, parts of his memoir were copied verbatim in several later 
publications.30 In the book, Huet discussed myriads of commodities that the Dutch East India 
Company was importing from Asia, ranging from Persian pearls and Indian calicos to Japanese 
copper and Chinese porcelain. Amidst them were “several sorts of wood that Company causes to 
be brought from the Indies, either for joyner’s work, physick, or dying; the principal are Aquila 
Wood, Siampan (which is the same as Brazil), Lignum Aloes, Sindal, and Rose Wood, Ebony, 
Calambour, Catatour, and Cocoa; most of which sell very well even in the Indies.”31  
 In 1769, Pierre Poivre (1719-1786), missionary, botanist, and a member of the French 
East India Company who spent most of his life in Asia, published an important memoir, Voyage 
d’un Philosophie, which was immediately translated into English. In his discussion of southern 
Vietnam or “Cochin-China,” Poivre described the indigenous rosewood as particularly 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
rendered into English by F.B. (1660), 26; In 1838, Scottish art historian and collector Lord Lindsay (1812-1880) 
also wrote in his travelogue that Suachen was “upon the Red Sea, and it [adjoined] likewise upon the frontiers of 
Ethiopia…” Alexandra William Crawford Lindsay, Letters on Egypt, Edom and the Holy Land (London: Colburn, 
1838), 393. 
30 His account of commodities, including that of rosewood, was copied verbatim by later compendia such as An 
Essay on Trade in General by John Brown (published in Dublin in 1728) and A Collection of Tracks concerning the 
Present State of Island (Anonymous, published in London in 1729). 
31 Pierre Daniel Huet, Memoirs of the Dutch Trade in All the States, Empires, Kingdomes in the World, trans. Mr. 
Samber (London, 1719), 171. 
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“admirable pour la menuiserie [cabinetwork].”32 Another widely circulated French travelogue, 
Voyage à Madagascar et aux Indes Orientales (1791) by the astronomer and traveler Alexis 
Rochon (1741-1817) also noted regarding “Cochinchine”: “The mountains, although 
uncultivated, are covered with woods and forests, which are of great utility. The Cochin-Chinese 
procure from them rosewood, ebony, iron wood, sapan wood, cinnamon tree, agarwood, 
sandalwood, and in general all kinds of wood which are found in India either for the construction 
of houses, barks, and furniture or for the extraction of gum, perfumes, and balms.”33 Besides the 
Indochinese Peninsula, the Philippine Archipelago was identified as another source of tropical 
rosewood; an account of British navigator and EIC employee Thomas Forrest’s (1729-1802) 
mission to New Guinea between 1774 and 1776 noted that the Island of Mindanao produced 
superior quality rosewood.34  
 In addition to South and Southeast Asia, China came to be mapped as a region that 
extensively used rosewood in its domestic material culture. Compared to the fragmentary and 
sporadic nature of the information about other regions, moreover, the presentation of the 
knowledge about rosewood in China was more focused and detailed; authors – most of whom 
																																																								
32 Pierre Poivre, Voyages d’un philosophe (1769), 71. The book was published in English as The Travels of a 
Philosopher. Being Observation on the Customs, Manners, Arts, Agriculture, and Trade of Several Nations in Asia 
and Africa (London, 1769). 
33 “Les montagnes quoiqu’incultes sont couvertes de bois, de forêts, qui sont d’un grand produit. Les Cochinchinois 
en tirent des bois de rose, d’ebenne, de fer, de sapan, de canelle, de calembac, de sandal et generalement de tous le 
bois qui se trouvent dans l’Inde, soit pour la construction de luers maisons, de leurs barques, et de leurs meubles, 
soit pour en extraire de la gomme, des parfums et des baumes.” Alexis-Marie de Rochon, Voyage a Madagascar et 
aux Indes Orientales (1791), 296-297. Its English translation was published a year later under the title A Voyage to 
Madagascar and the East Indies, by the Abbé Rochon. The quoted passage reappears at least in another slightly later 
compendium as “An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Inhabitants of Cochin China, in Asia,” in The 
Caledonian Bee; Or, a Select Collection, of Interesting Extracts, from Modern Publications (1795), 102-108. 
Although geographically somewhat distant, an EIC-sponsored publication on the trade posts in Asia indicates the 
Island of Seychelles in the west of the Indian Ocean as another source of “great quantities of rosewood.” See 
Alexander Darlymple, Collection of Plans of Ports in the East-Indies: Published at the Change of the East-India 
Company in 1779 and 1780 (London: George Bigg, 1787), 27. 
34 Anonymous, “Voyage of Captain Thomas Forrest from Balambangan to New Guinea and the Moluccas,” in 
Historical Account of the Most Celebrated Voyages, Travels, and Discoveries, from the Time of Columbus to the 
Present Period, ed. William Mavor, vol. 8 (London, 1796-97), 144. 
Chapter 2 
	 83 
were merchants involved in the China trade – described it primarily as a cabinet wood highly 
valued by the locals. For instance, in his narrative about the famous Commodore Anson’s 
sojourn in Macao and Canton during his circumnavigation in 1743, Thomas Pascoe mentioned a 
“particular Wood, which they call Rose-wood, whereof the Chinese Joiners make tables, chairs, 
and other Movables” in Guangdong province.35 William Chambers (1726-1793), a renowned 
architect who had spent several years in the 1740s in Canton as a supercargo, also boasted of his 
knowledge of Chinese rosewood in his Designs of Chinese Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, 
Machines, and Utensils (1757). “The movables of the saloon,” he wrote, “consist of chairs, 
stools, and tables; made sometimes of rose-wood, ebony, or lacquered work […]” and the “beds 
are sometimes very magnificent; the bedsteads [are] made much like ours in Europe, of rose-
wood carved, or lacquered work.”36 Pehr Osbeck (1723-1805), a Scottish-born supercargo of the 
Swedish East India Company who traded in Canton in the early 1750s, noted in his published 
diary, “Rose wood is heavy, red, has a fine smell, has black and light veins, and is very dear. […] 
Chess-boards of rose-wood, inlaid with ivory and black ebony, were to be sold here [Canton].”37  
 Much like Evelyn, these merchant-travelers depicted rosewood from the Indian Ocean 
and the South China Sea largely as a commercial timber used for decorative purposes, although it 
is possible that they were used in medicine and dying as well. The two kinds of accounts on 
rosewood as discussed by botanist-pharmacists and merchant-travelers clearly referred to (at 
least) two different genera that grew in drastically different climate zones. The former spoke 
about a shrub that grew around the Mediterranean, while the latter spoke about a hardwood 
growing in tropical Asia. A question, then, arises as to how the latter group of people identified 
																																																								
35 Thomas Pascoe, A True and Impartial Journal of a Voyage to the South-Seas and round the Globe, in His 
Majesty’s Ship the Centurion under the Command of the Commodore George Anson (London: S. Birt, 1745), 252.  
36 William Chambers, Designs of Chinese Buildings, Furniture, Dress, Machines, and Utensils, 8-9. 
37 Pehr Osbeck, A Voyage to China and the East Indies (London: Benjamin White, 1771), 228.  
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such unfamiliar species as rosewood. If the definition of rosewood was originally grounded on 
classical texts, how did these Asian woods come to be called by the same appellation?  
 Memoirs and travelogues are silent about this point and it is only possible to speculate 
based on the given information about Chinese huali wood, which, as shown in chapter 1, British 
merchants translated as rosewood. The accounts of rosewood written by botanist-
pharmacologists – from Dioscorides to the early eighteenth-century scholars – converged on 
several common attributes: that it was thick and strong, emitted a fragrant smell, and displayed a 
red-to-purple hue. Interestingly enough, a fourteenth-century Chinese account of huali presented 
a similar description. A famous Yuan dynasty literati-connoisseur, Cao Zhao 曹昭, wrote: “huali 
wood is sourced from the foreign countries in the south as well as Guangdong region. It has 
purplish red hues similar to that of Jiangzhenxiang 降眞香 (Dalbergia benthamii) and has 
fragrance as well.”38 In addition to huali, as will be discussed below, zitan 紫檀 (red sandalwood) 
was also introduced to Europe as rosewood through some Jesuit writings during the eighteenth 
century. Cao also remarked on the qualities of zitan, which were comparable to that of rosewood 
in terms of its color, scent, and utility: “[Zitan is] solid. The new wood is red while the old is 
purple. […] If you immerse a newly harvested zitan in the water, color will seep out and it can be 
used for dying. […] Nowadays, when you rub a piece of real zitan against a wall until it produces 
powder, the powder will be purple. If not, it is some other wood. [Among sandalwoods, of which 
zitan is a kind], huangtanmu 黃檀木 (yellow sandalwood) is most fragrant.”39  
																																																								
38 花梨木出南番廣東紫紅色與降眞香相似亦有香 […] 近以眞者揩粉壁上果紫餘木不然. 黃檀木最香. Cao 
Zhao, Ge gu yao lun (The Essential Criteria of Antiquities) (Beijing: Zhong hua shu ju, 2012), 258. 
39 紫檀[…]性堅新者色紅舊者色紫[…]新者以水濕浸之色能染物[…]近以眞者揩粉 壁上果紫餘木不然黃檀木
最香. Cao, 258. 
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 In the sixteenth century, renowned physician and pharmacologist Li Shizhen 李時珍 
(1518-1593) also commented on huali and zitan in his Compendium of Materia Medica (Ben cao 
gang mu 本草綱目). According to Li, huali and zitan did not just have decorative utilities, but 
they also had medicinal efficacies. He saw that huali’s medicinal property was pungent and 
warm, while zitan was salty and slightly cold. Both could be used in treating various illnesses. 
For instance, zitan could be ground and plastered on the body that became sick from a cold and 
wet environment, or applied as powder on an incised wound to stop bleeding and pain. Huali 
could be used to treat a postpartum lochia and to improve heart condition.40 Thus, British 
accounts of rosewood and Chinese accounts of huali and zitan shared some general 
characteristics: they were fragrant and cast with a reddish hue; their natural colors could be used 
in dying; and finally, they could be used in cabinetmaking and pharmaceutics. It is uncertain how 
much indigenous knowledge of huali and zitan European merchants and missionaries were 
acquainted with, but such common attributes might have catalyzed the translation of these woods 
as rosewood.  
 This example suggests that, in translating foreign woods into rosewood, Europeans paid 
more attention to the wood’s physical properties than to taxonomic analysis. Scientific analyses 
of extant pieces of rosewood objects in Britain reveal that the practice was not limited to huali 
and zitan, but in fact various tropical species came to be termed rosewood in the eighteenth 
century. Bowett argues that throughout the early modern period the name rosewood was 
generously applied to the genus Pterocarpus, a family of leguminous hardwood species native to 
tropical Asia and Africa that was traded as padouk from 1820s onward. The most distinctive 
																																																								
40 紫檀氣味鹹微寒無毒主治摩塗惡毒風毒别録刮末傅金 瘡止血止痛療 […] [櫚木]氣味辛温無毒主治産後惡
露衝心. Li Shizhen, Ben cao gang mu: tu jie (Illustrated Compendium of Materia Medica), vol. 2 (Taipei: Wen 
guang tu shu gong xi, 1975), 1112, 1113, 1172.  
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physical attribute of this timber was its red to purplish hue, which made it a popular material in 
both dying and cabinetmaking in both Asia and Europe. According to Bowett, “Pterocarpus 
occurs to a limited extent on joined chests of drawers and other furniture of c.1650-70, either as 
veneers or as applied mouldings and bosses, and was commonly used for red/pink flowers in 
floral marquetry up to about 1710.” During the mid-eighteenth century, he further describes, it 
was “associated with high quality case furniture, mostly made in London, sometimes in 
conjunction with brass inlay.”41 Likewise, Christopher Gilbert and Tessa Murdoch in their study 
of a group of brass-inlayed furniture made by (or associated with) London-based cabinetmaker 
John Channon during the 1730s-1760s also note that Pterocarpus, or padouk, was used as veneer 
in ten of a total of eleven pieces tested for wood ID.42  
 Such material evidence demonstrates that what was loosely perceived as Asian rosewood 
was introduced to the British market in a piecemeal fashion as a luxurious veneer wood even 
before its botanical identity was established. Until the late eighteenth century, Asian rosewood 
seems to have never gone through as thorough a botanical scrutiny as that which Aspalathus 
experienced. Consequently, the connection between the name and its designated species was not 
always reliable. For instance, one of Channon’s padouk-veneered bookcases at Powderham 
Castle was erroneously inventoried in 1762 as “manchineel” – a species native to America.43 
Since manchineel also produced a range of reddish hues as a veneer wood, it is possible that 
Asian padouk was misrecognized as an American wood. Examples like this point to the 
uncertainty of wood identification at the time.  
																																																								
41 Bowett, 200-201. 
42 Christopher Gilbert and Tessa Murdoch, John Channon and Brass-inlaid Furniture 1730-1760 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press in association with Leeds City Art Galleries and the Victoria and Albert Museum, 1993), 49. 
43 An Inventory & Appraisement & full & Singular the Household Goods (Except ye Jewels, Paintings & other 
Goods & Things) of & belonging to the Right Honorable Lord Viscount Courtenay deceased; at Powderham Castle, 
Exwell Farm and the Dolphin and Bonetta Yatchs  [sic]; as also the Household Goods Furniture at Ford and the 
House in Exeter, taken in the mounths of June, July, August and September 1762, v/i/38 box no. 9 (Muniment Room 
at Powderham Castle), reprinted in Gilbert and Murdoch, 140-141. 
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 Indeed, the term rosewood given to several Asian species in the eighteenth century was 
subject to continuous confusion caused by the disjuncture between intellectual and commercial 
practices. Although actively traded as commercial timbers, these woods lacked a place in 
botanical taxonomy. The Linnaean term Pterocarpus was minted only in the 1770s.44 It appeared 
in the 1776 edition of An Introduction to Botany – an edited translation of Linnaeus’ Systema 
Naturae – as a genus that belonged to the Linnaean class of Diadephia Decandria, but unlike 
many other genera, it did not yet have a matching English name.45 Similarly, the term 
Dalbergia,46 which is identified nowadays as the major source of rosewood, also lacked a 
corresponding colloquial name when it appeared in the 1788 edition of An Introduction to 
Bottany.47 Despite that timbers yielded from these genera had been continuously sold as 
rosewood in the market, rosewood was not only unassociated with both genera, but was entirely 
absent in both texts. The discord between colloquial and botanical nomenclatures was most 
salient in a slightly earlier text on the Linnaean taxonomy written by botanist Robert Waring 
Darwin (1724-1816), Charles Darwin’s granduncle. In his Principia Botania, Darwin mentioned 
both Dalbergia and Pterocarpus, claiming that the former originated in Surinam and the latter in 
India. In tandem with such new information, however, he still kept the old pairing of rosewood 
																																																								
44 In the Anglophone world, the term Pterocarpus first appeared in Scottish botanist Colin Milne’s (c. 1743-1815) 
book, A Botanical Dictionary, or Elements of Systematic and Philosophical Botany, first published in 1770. It was, 
however, remarked only as an example of a vague and somewhat misinformed category of trees that had “Butterfly-
shaped Flowers with One Set of United Filaments.” Milne provided colloquial names for Linnaean terms, but 
Pterocarpus was notably missing one. See section PAP of Colin Milne, A Botanical Dictionary, or Elements of 
Systematic and Philosophical Botany (London, 1770), no pagination in the original text.  
45 Carl von Linné, An Introduction to Bottany. Containing an Explanation of the Theory of That Science; Extracted 
from the Works of Dr. Linnaeus (London, 1776), 291.   
46 The first reference to Dalbergia in Linnaean system available in English was from the 1783 translation, The 
System of Vegetables. Following the Linnaean classification, it classifies the genus under Octandria having “two 
filaments of the stamens four-cleft at top.” See, Carl von Linné, The System of Vegetables, according to the Classes, 
Genera, Orders, Species with their Characters and Differences, vol. 2 (Lichfield, ca. 1783), 591.  
47 Carl von Linné, An Introduction to Botany. Containing an Explanation of the Theory of That Science; Extracted 
from the Works of Dr. Linnæus (London 1788), 276. 
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with Aspalathus from “Alps, Syria, &c.”48 Such texts shed light on the slippery status of 
rosewood in the eighteenth-century botanical classification, caught between theory and practice 
and between the nascent systematic taxonomy and the tenacious homage to classics. Yet, as will 
be seen, the slippage and ambiguity, as well as the heterogeneous nature of the knowledge itself, 
were in fact prerequisites for rosewood to become a universal category in the new knowledge 
system that emerged in the second half the eighteenth century. 
 
     III. Universal History and Encyclopedic Knowledge: Chinese Rosewood 
 In the 1752 edition of Pharmacopoia Universalis: or, a New Universal English 
Dispensatory, author Robert James added an interesting piece of information in the entry for 
Aspalathus:  
Aspalathus is thus distinguished [into] Lignum Asphlathi & Rhodium Lignum, Geoff. 
Tract. Rose-wood or Rhodium. […] It is according to Geoffery brought from the Morea, 
is very resinous and of a grateful Smell, resembling that of roses. […] It is much 
esteemed in China, where an infusion of it in Water is believed highly efficacious, both in 
curing and preventing many Diseases.”49  
 
 
Inserting Chinese pharmaceutical usage of the wood at the end of the entry distinguished James’ 
text from conventional descriptions. Regardless of the veracity of this information, however, it is 
difficult to say that the short, superficial reference to Chinese practice has any real function in 
the dispensatory. What the reference does, rather, is emphasize that the wood was universally 
used in pharmacology not just within but also outside Europe.  
  Indeed, among the records on Asian rosewood produced during the time, there were 
more concrete and specific references to Chinese rosewood than to that of other regions. In 
addition to the memoirs of merchant-travelers like the abovementioned Pascoe, Chambers, and 
																																																								
48 Robert Waring Darwin, Principia Botanica: Or, A Concise and Easy Introduction to the Sexual Botany of 
Linnæus (Newark, 1787), 115. 
49 Robert James, Pharmacopoia Universalis: or, a New Universal English Dispensatory (London, 1752), vol. 3, 242. 
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Osbeck, rosewood also appeared in many cultural writings on China. This was in accordance 
with growing European interest in this country stimulated by trade and missionary texts. It is 
well known that Chinese culture, history, philosophy, and political and belief systems, 
introduced to Europe through Jesuit translations and interpretations, galvanized a widespread 
cultural and intellectual curiosity during the early modern period. As David Porter has argued, 
China became a subject of study for many Enlightenment thinkers from Voltaire to Leibniz, who 
attempted to integrate it into universal visions of history and society.50 At the core of this fervor 
was Jean Baptiste Du Halde (1674-1743), a French Jesuit scholar who compiled the influential 
Description Géographique, Historique, Chronologique, Politique et Physique de l'Empire de la 
Chine et de la Tartarie Chinoise (1735), which was published in Britain in 1736 as The General 
History of China. Although Du Halde had never been to China himself, his book was created 
from a hoard of correspondences and memoirs produced by fellow Jesuits in China, and as such, 
it obtained an authoritative status as a pioneering and reliable account of the distant empire.  
 As manifested in its original French title, The General History of China attempted to 
offer to the reader encyclopedic knowledge that encompassed history and politics, culture and 
nature, arts and sciences, and custom and religion. Within this broad swath of knowledge, 
rosewood appeared several times as a signpost to map the country’s geography, culture, and even 
politics. It first appeared in the geography of Guangdong province and its natural resources: 
“There is another sort of Wood [besides iron wood], called Wood of Roses, it is between Black 
and Red; the Chinese make tables, chairs, and household goods of it.”51 After this general 
																																																								
50 For more information about the Enlightenment philosophy in relation to China, see David Porter, Ideographia: 
The Chinese Cipher in Early Modern Europe, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001). 
51 Jean Baptiste Du Halde, The General History of China. Containing a Geographical, Historical, Chronological, 
Political, and Physical Description of the Empire of China, Chinese-Tartary, Corea and Thibet, third edition 
(London: J. Watts, ca. 1741), 238.  
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introduction, Du Halde went further to explain its Chinese name and habitat in his description of 
Hainan Island:  
 The finest Wood, both for Scent and Sculpture, is taken from the Mountains of Hai nan. 
The choicest wood, next to that of China, is the Hua li, called by the Europeans Rose-
wood, or Violet-Wood, because of its Scent. There is a yellow Wood which is very fine 
and incorruptible; Columns of a certain Size made of it are sold at a very dear rate, and 
kept as well as Hua li for the sole Use of the Emperor.52  
 
 
Du Halde was the first European who provided, quite accurately, the Chinese name for rosewood, 
huali, in a published account. Hainan Island, located in the southernmost corner of the country, 
was indeed the major source of the wood within the country.53 In addition to huali, he also 
mentioned zitan. Yet, if huali was introduced in relation to a specific locality, zitan was 
presented in the section on the country’s nature, especially its flora: “No kind of Wood, for 
Beauty, can equal the Tse-tam. It is of Reddish Black, and full of Veins, which seem painted. It 
is very proper for Cabinets, and the very finest sort of Joyners Work; and whatever is made of it 
is in great Esteem.”54 Notably, instead of translating the Chinese word, Du Halde (or his Jesuit 
informants) chose to transliterate it into the Roman alphabet, “Tse-tam.” His explanation of 
Chinese flora in general – not limited to the cases of huali and zitan – distinguished what a plant 
was called in Chinese from how Europeans translated it, if the latter information was available.  
 As The General History of China entertained an unchallenged textual authority over 
China in the eighteenth century, excerpts from it were repeatedly cited and reproduced in later 
publications that cultivated the Enlightenment ethos to write a universal history of the world. 
																																																								
52 Du Halde, 248. 
53 Du Halde also mentioned that Yunnan province also produced “Trees whose wood is called Rose-Wood.” 
Although he does not specify which Chinese wood he is referring to, it probably meant zitan, since zitan has been 
historically known to grow in Yunnan besides Guangdong and Guangxi (See Du Halde, 258; Wang, 148). It is 
therefore possible that the blackish red wood he called “the Wood of Roses” in the first quotation was actually zitan 
rather than huali.  
 
54 Du Halde, 12. 
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During the dissemination and reproduction of the text, an interesting transformation occurred in 
the knowledge of zitan. Although nowhere was rosewood mentioned in Du Halde’s original text 
on “Tse-tam,” later writers who quoted the passage defined it as such. For instance, A General 
Collection of Voyages and Travels, a compendium of accounts on China and Central Asia 
published a few years after The General History of China, reproduced almost verbatim the 
relevant passage from Du Halde: “Wood called Tse-tan [is called] at Court Rose-Wood. It is of a 
reddish-black, streaked, and full of fine Veins, which one would think were painted: It is besides 
fit for the finest sort of Joinery-Work. The furniture made of this Wood is esteemed all-over the 
Empire, and in the Northern Provinces, selling it at a greater Price than what is varnished.”55 A 
similar compendium published about two decades later, The Modern Part of A Universal History 
(1759), also paraphrased the text of Du Halde and A General Collection of Voyages: “But 
[nanmu] is in other respects much inferior to the Tze-tau, or rose-wood, which is of a reddish-
black, streaked and full of fine veins, which one would believe to be painted by some artist. The 
furniture, ornaments, and other joinery, made of it are much esteemed all over the empire, and 
sell at a greater price than those which are varnished or japanned.”56 Both later texts freely 
translated zitan as rosewood, even though this was absent in the original text. This 
misinformation brought about a paradoxical situation, whereby this wood was at once traded as 
“redwood” by British merchants in Canton57 and introduced as rosewood through cultural 
treatises on China.  
																																																								
55 John Green, ed. A General Collection of Voyages and Travels (London, 1743-47), 305-306. 
56 George Sale et al, The Modern Part of the Universal History: from the Earliest Accounts to the Present Times 
(London, 1759), 225. The same information continued to be relevant even in the nineteenth century. For instance, it 
was copied verbatim in a mid-nineteenth-century arboreal treatise written by Edward Balfour (1813-1889). See 
Edward Balfour, The Timber Trees, Timber and Fancy Woods, as also the Forests of India and of Eastern and 
Southern Asia (Madras, 1862), 210. 
57 See chapter 1, page 11. 
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 Moreover, as the result of heedless citations, the Romanization of zitan went through 
continuous corruptions from “Tze-tam” to “Tze-tan” to “Tze-tau.” Unsurprisingly, accurate 
transliteration was unimportant since the vast majority of Europeans neither knew Chinese nor 
had sufficient knowledge of Chinese domestic culture. What might have been useful and 
necessary information to Jesuit missionaries in China was thus merely a marker of foreignness 
when it was presented to Europeans. Such a meaningless sign gained certain cultural relevance 
only when it was converted into a familiar thing that could help the readers navigate the 
unfamiliar culture. In other words, introducing huali and zitan as rosewood – which was a 
valuable cabinet wood in Britain – would make the Chinese custom more comprehensible and 
even commensurable with the British knowledge of its utility. Regardless of whether these 
woods were true rosewood, by naming them as such, commentators gave the word agency to 
bridge two cultural practices. This bridging, at the same time, expanded the knowledge of 
rosewood beyond its utility in Europe to that of the broad world.  
 It was through this lateral expansion of semantic linkages that rosewood became an 
independent category in the universal knowledge sought by eighteenth-century writers. If it was 
merely an auxiliary name for Aspalathus in the previous century, it now encompassed not just 
herbal specimens from the Canaries and Rhodes but also tropical hardwood species from Asia 
and the Americas and their diverse applications both within and outside Europe. This 
transformed the identity of rosewood from a parochial object to a global object linked to 
heterogeneous material and cultural practices. Seemingly random pieces of information such as 
the Chinese use of huali and zitan obtained new meaning and relevance within this universalizing 
semantic scheme. The eclectic nature of the knowledge of rosewood was instantiated in 
Encyclopedia Britannica, or a dictionary of arts, sciences, and miscellaneous literature, 
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published circa 1790. The entry of “Lieou-Kieou” in this encyclopedia explained the history of 
the Ryukyu Islands through its relationship with China. Within the largely essentialized 
knowledge presented about the kingdom, rosewood was mentioned briefly in the following 
statement:  
The emperor Kang-hi […] ordained that the king of Lioeu-kioeu should never send in 
tribute rose-wood, cloves, or any other production which was not really of the growth of 
the country; but that he should send a fixed quantity of sulfur, copper, tin, shells, and 
mother of pearl, which is remarkably pretty in these islands.58 
 
 
This passage situates rosewood in the context of Chinese tributary relations with the Kingdom of 
Ryukyu during the reign of the first Qing emperor, Kangxi (r. 1661-1722). The complicated 
diplomacy between the two countries was accounted for by way of their material exchanges, 
which mostly comprised objects familiar to British readers. This shows that rosewood became a 
matrix within the intricately woven web of universal knowledge through which distant regions 
were mapped, configured, and explained.  
 In tandem with this expanding network of knowledge, the material practices associated 
with rosewood expanded as well. Previously understood as an object for practical purposes, 
rosewood became an object for collection and appreciation by the mid-eighteenth century. To be 
fair, a myriad of rosewood furniture and decorative objects produced at the time did not receive 
any particular attention. However, auction catalogues show that inventories from the mid-century 
began using modifiers such as “curious” or geographic origins to mark the singularity of some 
rosewood objects. Among these markers, India and China were particularly prominent. For 
instance, at an April 1740 auction of household furniture previously owned by two Londoners 
named John Mercer and Nicholas Hawksmoor, the lots sold on the second and fourth days 
																																																								
58 Jean Baptiste Grosier, A General Description of China (London: G.G. J and J. Robinson, 1788), 345. 
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included, respectively, “a curious India rose wood dressing box” and “a curious India screen in a 
rose wood frame.”59  
 Such objects were more frequently found in the inventories of collectables rather than 
furniture. Horace Walpole’s (1717-1797) extravagant collection of curiosities at Strawberry Hill 
contained several “card-tables of rose wood” in the tribune, noted as “carved in China.”60 At the 
auction of physician and antiquarian Charles Chauncey’s (1706-1777) “Genuine and Capital 
Collections of Natural History” held after his death, “a slab of curious marble from China with a 
rosewood border” was sold together with other “shells, minerals, petrifactions, [and] agates.”61 
At a February 1779 auction of the natural history collection of a deceased University of 
Edinburgh professor, “A Chinese Swan-pan [abacus] of Rose wood, for casting up Accompts” 
was grouped under the category of manufactured curios titled “fire arms, instruments, [and] 
cabinets.”62 And on another occasion, when a “valuable and extensive museum” of a deceased 
esquire was offered for bidding at the Christie’s auction held on May 26-28, 1791, the first-day 
sale of this interesting “collection of natural and artificial curiosities” comprised things from 
“natural history” such as “a murex cornutus of uncommon size” and “sundry rose and tulip 
tellinae” as well as artificia that included “a rosewood box filled with watercolours and 
apparatus for painting, from China.”63  
																																																								
59 Aron Lambe, A Catalogue of the Household Furniture, and Effects of the Hon. Col. John Mercer, Late of 
Denmark Street, Soho, and Nicholas Hawksmoor, Esq. (London, 1740), 9, 18. 
60 Horace Walpole, A Description of the Villa of Horace Walpole, Youngest Son of Sir Robert Walpole Earl of 
Orford, at Strawberry-Hill, near Twickenham, with an Inventory of the Furniture, Pictures, Curiosities, &c 
(Twickenham, 1774), 77. 
61 John Gerard, A Catalogue of the Genuine and Capital Collection of Natural History, Collected by That Well-
Known Connoisseur, the Late Charles Chauncey, M.D. Fellow of the Royal Antiquarian Society (London, 1790), 9. 
62 Anonymous, Catalogue of Minerals, Stones, Ores, &c. Shells and Other Subjects of Natural History […]Which 
Belonged to the Deceased Dr Robert Ramsay of Blackcraig, Physician and Professor of Natural History at the 
University of Edinburgh (Edinburgh, 1779), 4.  
63 Christie’s, A Catalogue of the Valuable and Extensive Museum, the Property of Walker, Esq.; Deceased (London, 
1791), 4, 5. 
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 Such examples suggest that Asian, especially Chinese, rosewood objects carried certain 
cultural and economic values as collectable curios in eighteenth-century Britain, and 
consequently, that they merited articulation in otherwise generic inventorial descriptions. The 
collectable status granted to Chinese rosewood objects was of course related to their rarity.64 Yet, 
more than just rarity, these objects were subject to plural criteria of evaluation such as foreign 
craftsmanship (“carved in China”), cultural curiosity (“Chinese Swan-pan”), and natural history 
(“a slab of curious marble […] with a rosewood border”). This shows that a uniform standard to 
classify and organize rosewood objects did not yet exist, and that these objects belonged 
sometimes to the category of artificia, sometimes to naturalia. As a result, rosewood collectables 
were as multivalent as the epistemic vectors of the word. Information accrued from diverse 
sources led to plural material practices with plural values, and these in turn, formed the 
heterogeneous nature of the wood both as knowledge and as material object. This state, however, 
did not last for a long time.  
 
IV. Dual Universality: Standard Classification, Global Habitats 
 By the late eighteenth century, sprawling knowledge and practice with regard to 
rosewood became subject to standardization and integration into the larger knowledge system.  
The constituents of the knowledge that had been accrued over the course of the century were 
sifted, ordered, and classified. Consequently, instead of the crude and fragmentary descriptions 
																																																								
64 While manufactured Chinese objects such as porcelain and silk were already widespread, Chinese botanical 
specimens were introduced to Britain only in the nineteenth century. As studies of early modern natural history have 
articulated, most living specimens did not survive the harsh conditions of prolonged oceanic voyages, and even if 
they did, few of them were acculturated successfully in foreign soil. Throughout the eighteenth century, therefore, 
there was a significant interstice between the textual knowledge of Chinese flora and the material samples available 
to Europeans. For more information about Chinese natural history specimens collected by the British, see Fa-ti Fan, 
British Naturalists in Qing China: Science, Empire, and Culture Encounter (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 




offered by travelogues and universal histories, one can see that an embryonic stage of formal 
knowledge and practice emerged by this time in more specialized fields such as pharmacology 
and botany. In 1778, for instance, Henry Draper Steel (1756-1818), a physician from London, 
wrote in his Portable Instructions for Purchasing the Drugs and Spices of Asia and the East-
Indies (1779):  
Rhodium, a dense compact wood growing in the East-Indies and other parts, which we 
usually meet with in pieces, split from larger masses. It is externally of a whitish colour, 
internally of a deep-yellow with a cast of red; though these colours are sometimes varied. 
In the most perfect specimens we meet with, the external part is pale, and nearest the 
heart it darkens. In these also it appears that this wood is cut from a knotty tree, with an 
irregular grain, having several convolutions, in the midst of which are clusters of circular 
fibres, including a fine fragrant resin. The lignum aloes, and that most esteemed kind of it, 
the calambac, with the other fragrant and precious woods, appear to be of this kind; and 
they are more valuable the more they have of these fibrous resinous knots, which are the 
parts greatly preferable to the rest for other uses, as well as for distillation. Rose-wood 
has a slightly bitterish, somewhat pungent, balsamic, taste, and a fragrant smell, 
especially when scrapped or rubbed, resembling roses. It should be chosen sound, heavy, 
of the deepest colour, and in the largest pieces that can be produced, of the most irregular 
knotty grain, well filled with the resinous fibres. The small, thin, pale, light, pieces are to 
be rejected.65  
 
In the entry beginning with the Latinized term, “Rhodium,” Steel provided perhaps the most 
detailed account of Asian rosewood of his time. This was also one of the earliest texts that 
included Asian rosewood as an ingredient in pharmacology. Notably, his language reminds one 
of the botanical and pharmaceutical texts on Aspalathus, and the criteria by which Asian 
rhodium was evaluated – for instance, its “deep-yellow [hue] with a cast of red” and its “pungent, 
balsamic, taste, and a fragrant smell” – were the same as those by which European lignum 
rhodium had been defined. Overall, Steel’s account is geared toward hands-on experience with 
the materials available in shops rather than the knowledge of intangible foreign species 
transferred through secondhand accounts. The noticeable shift in both language and genre points 
to the increasing degree of scholarly interest in Asian rosewood as well as to the growing 
																																																								
65 Henry Draper Steel, Portable Instructions for Purchasing the Drugs and Spices of Asia and the East-Indies 
(London, 1779), 66-67.  
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incorporation of Asian herbal specimens into the formation of British medicinal knowledge. 
Instead of generic descriptions gleaned from travelogues and cultural digests, increasing 
exposure to simples and the growing consciousness of rosewood as a botanical species helped 
form systematic and standardized accounts such as that of Steel.  
 In tandem with this, there emerged a tendency to locate rosewood within the overarching 
system of arboreal botany. Although the collecting of wood specimens as an established 
botanical practice had to wait until the nineteenth century, it seems that an amateurish form of 
this practice appeared already in the second half of the eighteenth century. In 1789, Richard 
Greene (1716-1793), an apothecary and collector in Lichfield, published a catalogue of his 
collection titled A Particular and Descriptive Catalogue of the Curiosities, Natural and Artificial, 
in the Lichfield Museum. This “museum,” comprising eclectic collections ranging from 
anatomical specimens to various objects of nature to classical arts, included a separate collection 
of extensive wood specimens displayed alphabetically in glass cases:  
Two glass cases, which contain 126 different specimens of the following woods, each 
specimen three inches long, and one and a half wide, viz. 
 [First case:] alder, aloe, amboyna, apple, apricot, arbor vitae, ash, ash-wood, 
aspin [aspen], bay tree, barberry, beech (English), beech (German), beefwood, box 
(American), box (English), box (Leghorn), box (Turkey), box (Portugal), black thorn, 
bitter wood, birch, brasil wood, buckthorn, cabbage tree, cam wood, cedar, cedar (South-
Sea), cherry, chestnut, cocoa, crab, cyprus, cystus, deal (red), deal (white), deal (yellow), 
dog-berry, ebony (black), ebony (green), ebony (red), elm (three sorts), elder (black), 
elder (white), fustic, guaiacum, hawthorn, hazel, holly, icory [hickory wood?], ivey, 
juniper, king wood, laburnum, laurel, lilac, lime, logwood, maple, manila, manchoneal 
[manchineel?]. 
 Second case: manchoneal no. 2, mahogany (4 sorts), moho, mulberry, mulberry 
planted by Shakespear, myrtle, nutmeg (2 sorts), oak (English), oak (Royal), oak 
(Norway), oil-wood, olive (2 sorts), orange (2 sorts), boar, pigeon wood, plane tree, 
plumb, poplar, prickle wood, red wood, rose of Guelderland, rose wood (black), rose 
wood (white, 2 sorts), rose wood (red), sage tree (2 sorts), sanders (red), sanders (yellow), 
sassafras, satten wood [satin wood], service tree, snake wood, stag’s horn, sycamore 
(English), sycamore (Italian), tamarind, walnut (English), walnut (Virginia), withy or 
willow, wood – fossil, wood – yellow, yew (2 sorts), zebra (2 sorts).66 
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This arboreal collection reflects the underdeveloped state of this genre. It lacks taxonomic 
consistency and clarity of nomenclature as can be seen, for instance, in its juxtaposition of aspen 
and poplar – the latter of which is the genus inclusive of the former –, as well as in its use of 
such ambiguous terms as fossil and yellow woods. Moreover, only some of the specimens (box, 
cedar, oak, sycamore, and walnut) are specified with provenances, which are mostly European. 
Nevertheless, it is still an impressive collection of woods from all over the world that is 
systematically ordered, uniformly presented, and meticulously recorded. Surprisingly, rosewood 
constitutes four of the 126 specimens – only second to boxwood in number. But unlike boxwood, 
which is marked with a broad range of sources from England to Turkey, the provenance of the 
rosewood specimens is unmarked. It is thus uncertain whether they were collected from the 
Canaries, the Indian Ocean, or the Caribbean. Although this could have been the result of 
difficulties identifying the sources of the specimens or simply the collector’s lack of interest, the 
collection as a whole nevertheless suggests that the multifaceted knowledge of Eurasian 
rosewood went through a certain degree of abstraction in order to be placed within a single 
botanical category.  
 Both Steel’s text and Green’s specimen collection show that rosewood shed its 
heterogeneous qualities as it advanced from the accounts of travelogues and universal histories to 
the sphere of systematic knowledge formed and practiced largely by specialists. Even words such 
as China or India that highlighted cultural and geographical particularities in other collections of 
natural and artificial objects were eventually excised from this framework of systematic 
knowledge, which only referred to neutralized categories based on physical properties and 
efficacies. Regardless of whether it was originally a subshrub or a tropical wood, called 
Aspalathus or “Tze-tam,” or from India or Jakarta, rosewood now attained a universal status that 
Chapter 2 
	 99 
held more or less consistent grounds of evaluation. Such formal knowledge was, however, 
induced from an indelible material basis, the hands-on encounters with various rosewoods 
imported from all over the world. By the late eighteenth century, the two epistemic desires that 
stemmed from the material encounters – that is, the desire to map the expanding habitats of 
rosewood and the desire to abstract them into a universal arboreal system – coexisted and 
influenced each other. They led not just to the drastic rewriting of the texts on rosewood but also 
to the transformation of its nature as the carrier of multifaceted forms of knowledge and value. 
------ 
 The Chippendale specimen cabinet introduced at the outset of this chapter therefore 
epitomizes the two directional formation of knowledge with regard to Eurasian rosewood. The 
ever-broadening horizontal scope of cultural, geographical, and commercial contexts as well as 
the vertical classification of natural history co-constituted and co-transformed the knowledge of 
rosewood during the eighteenth century. Such contextual and taxonomic trajectories of 
knowledge were both materially and figuratively embodied in the specimen cabinet. The 
rosewood that constituted the chinoiserie exterior reified the cultural knowledge of China, a 
country reported by Du Halde and others to have highly esteemed the wood in its material 
culture; the rosewood veneered on the interior drawers instantiates its placement within the 
formative system of arboreal knowledge. Neither of these was, of course, proximate to the 
Linnaean system of taxonomy. Yet, modern botany could not have been established without this 
transitional period, which emancipated rosewood from its ancient definition, gave it an 
independent status as a botanical category, and globalized the scope of its knowledge. The 
interior and exterior of the Chippendale specimen cabinet, therefore, spatially represents a dual 
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tendency of universality revealed in this case study of eighteenth-century rosewood – a 





Bicultural Objects:  
Translation of Joinery and the Making of Export Furniture in Canton, 1700-1830 
 
  
 In the late 1720s or early 1730s, Sir Gregory Page of Wricklemarsh in Kent ordered a set 
of ten hall chairs to be made by Chinese cabinetmakers in Canton. They would form a part of the 
acquisition commemorating his marriage to Martha of Yalding in 1721.1 Following the custom 
of aristocratic commissioning of the day, he requested the couple's heraldic designs to be 
illustrated on the surface of the chairs. Likely, the unique design of the chair as well as that of the 
joint armorial emblem were sent to China via the East India Company ships. Although the 
original requisition letter is missing today, eight of the beautifully fashioned chairs are housed in 
the library of Sir John Soane's Museum in London [fig. 3.1].2 Made of rosewood, a popular 
timber for high-end cabinetry in eighteenth-century Britain that was introduced from the Indian 
Ocean and South America, each chair is sumptuously decorated with inlaid mother of pearl – 
another much sought-after ornamental object from Asia.  
 Despite its overall conformity to a British style, a close scrutiny of the chairs reveals that 
they were made by foreign construction. The curved seat rail, for instance, is joined by a cogged 
scarf joint, which is a typical Chinese method to assemble curvilinear members. The smooth 
continuation of the hind legs into the back stiles in a single piece as well as the unique mitered-
joining of the back stiles and the top rail are also typical of Chinese craftsmanship. However, one 
                                                
1 Helen Dorsey, “A Catalogue of the Furniture in Sir John Soane's Museum,” Furniture History 44 (2008): 47-50. 
2 The chairs were sold at the Christie's auction on April 23, 1783, to a Mr. Heath, at which time they were 
catalogued as “ten rose-wood chairs with a crest in mother o'pearl faulty and cushions.” Soane was likely the third or 
fourth owner of the chairs, for they were depicted in the painted representation of his library in ca.1821. For further 
information see Dorsey's article.  
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can also witness a certain degree of ingenuity – as well as difficulty – with which Chinese 
artisans treated this unfamiliar shape of the chair. He3 was asked to produce a X-shaped front 
legs joined by way of a S-shaped strut to the hind legs. This would have troubled the artisan for 
such a form required a drastically different line of construction from what he would have been 
familiar with. Instead of the ordinary chair on which the sitter's weight is evenly distributed 
along the four symmetric legs, he had to produce a triangular structure which would increase the 
degree of compression acting upon the joined front legs. Moreover, the seat itself was likely 
made of a cushion that was designed to be slipped in – it is now repaired with a thin plank of 
mahogany – following the contemporary trend in upholstery. This meant that the legs had to be 
strong enough to sustain the frail seat.  
 The clever cabinetmaker approached this problem by experimenting with his own 
knowledge rather than learning from British models. He employed a rather unusual technique 
called the “giant's arm brace (bawangcheng 霸王棖)” to join the front legs with the stretcher 
between the rear ones. The giant’s arm brace was contrived to reinforce the joining between the 
abutting legs and the upper members so that the piece can dispose of a stretcher (a bar that 
connects and braces legs of a piece of furniture), which would hinder the sitter's movement [fig. 
3.2].4 For the S-curved brace was robust enough to fasten two large members, the joint was 
dubbed rather figuratively “Bawang” – a posthumous epithet of Xiangyu, a famous prince from 
the ancient history known for his herculean power. Yet, among finely classified early modern 
Chinese furniture, the giant's arm brace was used but in a few types of furniture and was overall 
much less common than stretchers. Why, then, did the Chinese artisan choose this joint over 
                                                
3 All known premodern Chinese carpenters were male. Thus, I use “he” intentionally to mean an individual 
anonymous carpenter. 
4 Wang Shixiang, Mingshi jiaju yanjiu (Survey on Ming Dynasty Furniture), vol. 1 (Hong Kong: San lian shu dian 
Xianggang you xian gong si, 1989), 114. The English term was translated by Sarah Hander in Wang Shixiang, 
Connoisseurship of Chinese Furniture, vol. 1 (Chicago: Art Media Resources, 1990), 121-122. 
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others for this nonconventional form he was about to materialize?  
 One can think of several reasons: first, he could have seen in Canton's foreign district a 
contemporary British chair that utilized a similar fore-and-aft strut [fig. 3.3]. More importantly, 
however, this was probably a savvy choice made by his structural analysis: for the giant’s arm 
brace was used when two nonparallel members needed to be joined – such as the leg and the 
tabletop – and consequently to the overlaying piece where the pressure was unevenly distributed. 
Thus, out of his technical knowledge, this must have been the most appropriate solution to the 
problem. Behind the stage – where the brace is propped by a coarse bracket on the back of the 
inlayed apron – however, one can still see how much struggle the cabinetmaker had in fixing the 
joint in its place. The question still remains, therefore, as to why the cabinetmaker took such 
pains to re-deploy his techniques rather than simply imitate the European construction, and in 
what historical context such a counterintuitive tendency arose.  
 The tension between European form and Chinese joinery on the Soane chairs forms a 
distinctive bicultural attribute of export Chinese furniture. In this chapter, I will show how this 
bicultural character was produced by exploring the social, cultural, and the epistemic 
environments that formed a unique craft disposition of Cantonese export furniture makers during 
the long eighteenth century. Specifically, by cross-referencing English, Dutch, Chinese, and the 
material sources, I will show how the emergence of export furniture manufacture was contingent 
on the material culture of the foreign factories, how the changing social conditions reshaped the 
topography of the craft practice, and finally, how the cabinetmaker's distinctive visual techniques, 
concatenated by such social and cultural conditions, maintained a remarkable craft resilience in 
the face of European knowledge of cabinetmaking. In so doing, this chapter will speak to the 
broader study of the global movement of objects and the flexibility of the local craft knowledge 
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at the nodes of the global trade and the local market in the early modern world.  
 
I. The Stage: Encounters between Artisans and Objects 
 Studies on the early modern Sino-European trade have discussed patterns and models as 
means of knowledge transmission for the production of export goods in China. C. J. A. Jörg, for 
instance, has noted that diagrams and sometimes wooden models were sent from the Netherlands 
to China for porcelain production.5 In a similar vein, Simon Shaffer has argued that 
astronomical instruments such as planetaria and telescopes conveyed scientific knowledge and 
political claims to China, especially to the Qing court, during the Macartney mission in the late 
eighteenth century.6 Likewise, two- and three-dimensional models were sent to China to guide 
and ensure the commissioned furniture to be made in proper European fashion. As shown in 
chapter 1, joiners in London was complaining as early as 1700 about English merchants who 
“sent over to the East-Indies […] patterns and models of all sorts of cabinet goods” in order to 
manufacture objects “after the English fashion.”7 One can thus speculate that not only letters and 
drawings, but also life-size objects were sent to East Asia to be reproduced and re-marketed. 
 Although it is difficult to identify the specificity of the “patterns or models” directly 
associated with furniture reproduction beyond this general statement, one can still speculate on 
several conduits through which ideas for form, size, and ornamentation were transmitted. The 
case of Colin Campbell, discussed in chapter 1, shows that a three-dimensional model (a 
lacquered seat) was sent to China as a model for the production of 12 identical seats. The EIC 
Court letter written on January 6, 1709, and sent to supercargoes of Rochester bound for Chusan 
demonstrates how written descriptions could function as a guideline for furniture production.  
                                                
5 C. J. A. Jörg, Porcelain and the Dutch China Trade (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1982), 89. 
6 Simon Shaffer, “Instruments as Cargo in the China Trade,” History of Science, 44.2 (2006): 217-246. 
7 Worshipful Company of Joiners, “The Case of the Joyners Company.” 
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- Seven Thousand Lacquer'd Tea Table to be of about five sizes. The largest thirty two 
inches long and twenty two broad[;] the rest to be in proportion so as to go five in a nest 
one within another which will stow closer. 7000 [pieces]  
- Make the bottoms of them flat without ledges and to be three quarters of an inch thick. 
Each bottom that they may be sawn in two here and let the bottom be equally well 
lacquer'd on both sides use your fancy as to the different fashions of the tables.8  
 
While the specific design is left to be decided between supercargoes and Chinese artisans, the 
instruction is quite detailed about the size, thickness, and collective form of tea tables that could 
be nested in each other. In addition to written directions and actual pieces of furniture shipped on 
board, pattern books, which came to be widely circulated in Britain in the mid-eighteenth century, 
were probably sent to China as handy templates. Carl Crossman mentions that several extant 
pieces of desks, chairs, and bookcases made in China in the eighteenth century borrowed their 
forms – and sometimes even proportions – directly from the Chippendale design.9  
 Regardless of the kinds of prototypes, however, a question still remains as to how such 
prototypes became available to Chinese artisans in their act of reproduction. To answer this 
question, one has to turn one's eye to a much less charted terrain of social and economic 
environments of the export furniture industry in eighteenth-century Canton. Contrary to the 
argument that furniture was too bulky and inefficient to be shipped as physical models, 
numerous pieces of tables, chairs, desks, cabinets, and chests were brought by British mariners to 
Canton. For they were essential paraphernalia of life on the ship as well as on the foreign land to 
European merchant-seafarers, their role as “model” in this case was supplementary and 
somewhat conditional. Rather than homogenizing the multifaceted characteristics of traveling 
furniture simply as prototypes, therefore, it is important to contextualize in what condition and 
for what purpose they became models for reproduction.  
 In the trading port of Canton where an increasing number of Europeans returned annually 
                                                
8 IOR/E/3/96: 577. 
9 Carl Crossman, The Decorative Arts of the China Trade (Woodbridge: Antique Collectors' Club, 1991): 228. 
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for several months of sojourn or sometimes overstayed the trading season, their office and 
residence in the factories were furnished in a similar manner to their homes in Europe. The EIC 
outbound private trade registration from the late 1760s and 1770s show that ship crews and 
officials left for Asia with abundant private properties including furniture. In 1767, Robert 
Nicholas, fourth mate of the ship Nottingham, shipped “a chest of drawers filled with stationary” 
worth £20.10 In 1768, Thomas Eden, chief mate of Pigot, brought “cabinet ware” valued £6; 
purser John Davis on the Nottingham carried three cases of cabinetware; Captain Richard Pierce 
brought 10 pounds of cabinetry on Earl of Ashburnham, whereas Captain Carles Purvis in the 
following year registered onboard Valentine 6 times more than that.11 Interestingly, second mate 
of the ship, Thomas Newte, carried with him a “lacquer'd tea table in one case.”12 It cannot be 
determined whether he intended to use it as a model to order more lacquerware in Canton. In 
addition to the numerous references to cabinetry, John Cornen, second mate on York bound for 
Canton in 1773, registered a bookcase as one of his private items.13 In 1775, two captains, 
Robert Bores on Royal Henry and James Buggin on Norfolk, both bound for Canton, were 
granted more space than usual to carry their private goods. Notably, they both decided to take 
expensive furniture – Bores loaded “two bureaus and bookcases” in four cases which cost £100 
and Buggin took two bookcases worth £50.14 During the 1760s and 70s, therefore, an increasing 
volume of furniture were carried by British mariners to Canton.15 
 More importantly, supercargoes and officials resident in China requested various 
necessaries to be sent from Britain via company ships en route to Canton. Included among them 
                                                
10 IOR/H/12: 62. 
11 IOR/H/18: 33, 46, 96, 178. 
12 IOR/H/18: 178. 
13 IOR/H/21: 26. 
14 IOR/H/21: 159, 167. 
15 For more information about outbound private trade registration, see IOR/H/19~22. 
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were all kinds of office and storage furniture. In 1767, a Mr. Wood asked the company to send 
him “a bureau and bookcase” among many things. In the next year, Matthew Raper asked the 
ship Cuittenden to bring him “three chests of apparel, one dressing table, eight chests of wine, 
two ditto mineral water, one hamper rum, one hamper necessaries, one table, two chairs,” and 
many more. Edward Phippes, the chief supercargo, asked for “a stool, a table, a wash hand stand, 
a bookcase,” and James Bradshaw requested “a chest, a trunk apparel, a wash hand stand, a 
bureau, a bookcase, a chair and bedding.”16 In 1769, “a case of books, two chests apparel, a 
bureau, a bookcase, two trunks apparel” were shipped to the chief supercargo Alexander Hume 
in Canton, and “a chest, a trunk of bureau apparel, a chair, stool, and bedding,” as well as “a 
chest, a trunk, a bureau apparel, and a case liquors” were sent by Henry Browne and Abraham 
Roebuck to the company writer in Canton via British King.17 In the following year, another set 
of chests and bureaus were delivered to the writer.18 In 1773, Eleonara Hutton and Jane 
Lidderdale sent “two chests of apparel, one chest drawers, one case looking glasses” to a pastor 
in Macao.19 The documents show that storage furniture such as trunks, chests of drawers, 
bureaus and bookcases continued to be shipped to the resident officials in Canton in the next 
decade.20  
 It is not difficult to imagine that the European factories were filled with furniture brought 
from Europe, and life in the distant country was carried on, to some extent, surrounded by the 
familiar objects and habitual activities. In 1769, Willaim Hickey, British lawyer visiting Canton, 
witnessed that the British factory was arranged in such a way that the merchants enjoyed tea and 
                                                
16 IOR/H/12: 18, 75, 78. 
17 IOR/H/19: 54. 
18 IOR/H/20: 170. 
19 IOR/H/21: 37. 
20 IOR/H/22: 146. 
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coffee breaks and played cards or billiards in a typical British manner.21 An unusual export 
watercolor painted in the early nineteenth century by an anonymous Chinese artist corroborates 
this view [fig. 3.4]. Depicting a generic office interior of the likely British factory,22 the painting 
provides a spatial context in which furniture and other objects were arranged in a plain Western-
style room. Besides the bonsai and small lacquered cases on the mantelpiece, most of the 
furniture is in European style. It comprises three kinds of office desks with lap desks on top, 
three regency style chairs, a bamboo side chair, a round stand, and an upholstered daybed.23 
Around this time, the British factory is known to have impressed visitors with a splendid interior 
decoration – it boasted 5 chandeliers, 2 large looking glasses, 12 mahogany tables, and 48 
mahogany chairs, which cost more than 5000 US dollars.24 Certainly not all of these furniture 
items were brought from Europe. Many of them were locally made by Cantonese artisans. In this 
sense, any piece of furniture in the factory could turn into a model if its condition necessitated a 
replacement or refurbishment or if its popularity in Europe seemed to guarantee a lucrative return 
for the investment in reproduction.  
 Therefore, as Arjun Appadurai has argued for other objects, furniture in the China trade 
had a fluid status that moved back and forth between the phases of personal property and 
commodity.25 What needs to be further explained then is whether there was an institutional 
channel that allowed Cantonese cabinetmakers to observe and study the furniture brought by 
European merchants. The Qing government mandated that all international trades be mediated by 
                                                
21 William Hickey, Memoirs of William Hickey, ed. Alfred Spencer, vol. 1 (London: Hurst & Blackett, 1919), 207. 
22 Patrick Conner dates it to the early 1810s, for the watercolor was descended in a family of John Reeves who 
visited Canton as a tea inspector for the East India Company in 1812. Patrick Conner, The Hongs of China Trade: 
Western merchants in south China, as seen in Chinese export paintings (London: English Art Books, 2009), 117.  
23 Among them, only one object – the round stand – displays some features borrowed from contemporary Cantonese 
furniture. 
24 Hosea Ballou Morse, Chronicles of the East India Company Trading to China, 1635-1834, vol. 4 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1926), 3. 
25 Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986). 
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the Hong merchants, a group of Chinese merchants who, as explained in chapter 1, engaged 
exclusively in the foreign trade from the 1720s. At the same time, it also banned Europeans from 
overstaying the trading season in Canton, which meant that the traders had to leave the city 
before winter. European merchants who did not return home moved to Macao or nearby 
Southeast Asian cities like Batavia during the off-season and came back to Canton in the next 
year. The ramification of such regular evacuations of the residence in Canton was that Europeans 
had to leave behind their bulky household goods including furniture. What would have happened 
to these goods?  
 In 1729, a Dutch supercargo ordered his comprador to collect some of the factory 
furniture to be left with a Hong merchant named Tan Honqua. The furniture kept at his storage 
for safekeeping included “4 large bedsteads, 3 small ditto, a large round dining table with [a 
separable] top, an elongated table, 17 large armchairs, 24 small ditto, 4 square tables, 4 tables 
with drawers, 2 elongated [ones] without drawers, and 4 hand wash stools,” a total of which, 
together with some other goods, amounted to one hundred taels.26 Two VOC documents titled 
the “Inventory of the furniture in safekeeping with the merchant Tantinqua (Inventaris der 
Meubelen in bewaring van den Coopman Tantinqua)” and the “Inventory of the goods loaded 
under the safekeeping of merchant Boqueiqua by the cargoes and captains of the VIC ships 
(Inventaris der Goederen gelaaten onder bewaring van den Koopman Boqueiqua door de cargaas 
en schippers van de VOC scheepen),” respectively written in 1731 and 1733, witness the 
continuous transporting of furniture to Chinese warehouses. In 1731, there were “9 bedsteads 
with mattress, 12 ditto with wooden lining, 7 chairs with coper bracket, 44 in [different] sorts, 25 
pieces small tables, 1 red table top, 2 large tables, 11 pieces wash stools, 20 lanterns, 4 pieces 
                                                
26 Dagregister 172911/16 -1730/1/2. NA: VOC 4374.   
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writing desks,” entrusted with Tan Tinqua.27 Two years later, the factory furniture left with (who 
is better known as) Ley Bookeequa comprised “16 bedsteads with mattress, 12 ditto with 
wooden lining, 10 chairs with copper bracket, 44 ditto in [different] sorts, 24 small tables, 1 red 
table top, 3 big tables, 12 pieces wash stools, 22 lanterns, 5 writing desks.”28 Over the four years 
from 1729 to 1733, as the documents show, an increasing number of Dutch factory furniture 
were kept at the hands of Chinese merchants for several months every year. 
  Such a practice was not limited to the Dutch East India Company. EIC documents also 
show that furniture used at the factory was annually kept in custody of Hong merchants. In 
December 1734, supercargoes Abraham Wessell and others wrote to their successors, “herein is 
a list of Grafton's and our furniture which we have put in a room in Ton Honqua's Hong, and 
under his care for your use.”29 Although the attached inventory is missing, one can conjecture 
that it would have included various types of furniture for office, bedroom, and storage. This is 
evidenced in the inventory composed two years later; this time left with yet another merchant, 
Sewqua, the list composed by supercargoes Richard Newnam and four others contained “43 
Mandarin or elbow chairs, 44 ordinary chairs, 15 small tables, 5 large ditto, 10 stands for 
washing, 6 desks, cots the better sort, 14 ditto ordinary, 2 fogon(?) frames, 3 stands for scales, 3 
stools, 3 large tables in the middle hall.”30 The inventory shows that the British had more 
furniture than the Dutch in Canton. More importantly, furniture at the British factory included 
locally made pieces – as revealed in the article, “Mandarin or elbow chairs,” which might refer to 
the Southern Official's Armchair (nanguanmaoyi 南管帽椅), a type of armchair that became 
widespread during the Ming dynasty (1348-1644). 
                                                
27 Inventaris 1731/12/30. VOC 4377.   
28 Inventaris 1733/01/20. VOC 4377. 
29 IOR/G/12/38: 13. 
30 IOR/G/12/38: 108. 
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 The recurring extensive transcultural movement of European furniture produced 
increasing opportunities for the Chinese merchants and artisans to become familiar with the 
foreign forms, tastes, and construction. Although this could have affected the Chinese and 
Europeans alike in the profit-seeking market condition of the early modern entrepôt, it is 
important to note that the initial impetus of furniture trade was not entirely profit-driven; rather, 
it was structurally and environmentally inevitable. In 1737, the newly arriving supercargoes 
wrote in their diary: “We received the furniture from Leonquas that was left by Mess. Fytch & ca. 
but find most of it damaged, insomuch that we shall be obliged to buy a great deal of new.”31 An 
earlier account from 1733 expressed a similar concern: “Upon leaving our factory, [we] gave all 
chairs, cots &c to the coolies having served us two years [...][for] ye white ant and worm had got 
in them and ate them so if was to attempt ye keeping them another year, they would certainly 
drop to pieces, and ruin ye room they were put into.”32 In the subtropical climate of Canton and 
especially in the perennially humid environment of the port where the European factories were 
located, protecting wooden objects such as furniture from insect infestation and decaying by 
moisture was a constant concern on a subsistence level. Wood performs differently in different 
climatic conditions, and European furniture – which was made and used in the temperate climate 
– must have succumbed drastically to the different environmental condition of subtropical 
Canton. Recurring withdrawal from proper maintenance and extended period of abandonment in 
a hot, damp storage would have only increased their structural vulnerability.  
 Consequently, there were expenses made year after year in the eighteenth century for the 
repairing or replacement of furniture in both the British and Dutch factories. The British, for 
instance, obliged the incoming ships to defray certain amount of the expenses accrued on the 
                                                
31 IOR/G/12/43: 6. 
32 IOR/G/12/35: 110, 111. 
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provision and maintenance of the factory. In 1739, the supercargoes demanded Harrington pay 
1780 taels, which included 1741 tales for the “factory expenses, house repairs & furniture paid 
by Mr. Searth.”33 In 1750, the ship True Briton was ordered to pay a fourth of the expenses 
comprising “800 taels for house rent, 106.200 taels for repair, and 267.65 tales for furniture.”34 
Although British documents do not specify the details, Dutch records, on the other hand, provide 
a more concrete account of everyday housekeeping activities. Kept under the account of the 
“extraordinary expenses,” for instance, on August 1, 1772, Dutch merchants purchased from the 
local market “6 bedsteads for use at 2.5 taels, 18 pieces of chairs at 14.4 taels, 2 tables for the 
gallery at 4 taels, 1 wooden cupboard for boufel(?) at 0.8 taels, 4 small ditto at the same price” 
and spent 10 taels “for the repairing of chairs and bedsteads.”35  
 Another account written a few years earlier in the same ledger alludes to a specific 
context of household maintenance in which a cross-cultural encounter between Chinese artisans 
and European took place. In 1764, the Dutch factory went through a major interior renovation. 
Besides the building renovation, Dutch merchants requisitioned various kinds of furniture – such 
as “two tables to be used for the Mandarin writing,” “one table to be used in the gallery,” and 
“one bamboo table to be used in Mr. Hulle's room,” – from the local market. They also called on 
carpenters and masons to repair the floor and wall of the factory:36 
- 73 pieces of long balks 22 cobi long each for the floor in Mr. Hulle and Heureiex's rooms: 
3. 219 taels 
- ?? boards for the floor 10 cobi square 4 taels, amounts: 0.72 taels. 
- 35 pieces of beams in the cash room's long wall being outlined: 15.525 taels 
- 25 pieces of small beams for the two hinder rooms of Captain Caunice [and also] for an 
floor: 1.26 taels 
- 80 pieces of boards for the three penetrating rooms that are outlined on the first floor:  
8.944 taels 
- 56 pieces of boards used in the hinder rooms on the third floor: 6.336 taels 
                                                
33 IOR/G/12/46: 43. 
34 IOR/G/12/54: 31. 
35 Onkosten Extra Ordinair 1772/8/1. VOC 4410. 




 Thus, in eighteenth-century Canton, the local cabinetmaker's contact with European 
furniture took place both inside and outside the European factories. Moreover, there were at least 
two channels – both systematically instated and regularly occurring – for Chinese cabinetmakers 
to access and observe the European furniture: inside the factory during the repairing season and 
at Hong merchants' warehouse where the worm-eaten furniture was awaiting their treatment. 
Contrary to what has been understood, therefore, I argue that there was a wide repertoire of 
physical objects Cantonese cabinetmakers could access as points of stylistic and technical 
references during their reproduction. Who were, then, these cabinetmakers and what social and 
economic contingencies were their skills subject to?  
 
II. The Artisan: Changing Topography of the Export Furniture Industry in Canton 
 Ontological questions about premodern Cantonese cabinetmakers are extremely difficult 
to answer. Among the various kinds of craftsmen in premodern China, woodworkers are 
notorious not only for scarce historical records concerning them but also for the virtual lack of 
inscription or signature found on the objects they produced.37 Besides that the status of the 
carpenters was relatively low within the artisanal strata, this had also to do with the nature of the 
woodwork craft in pre-industrial China. Traditionally, furniture makers worked in the courtyard 
of their clients' house and maintained a close relationship with them throughout the process of 
making [fig. 3.5]. The craft as a whole had a strong oral characteristic, since contracts were made 
verbally and ideas were exchanged mainly through conversations.38 Such a peculiar 
environment of the direct interpersonal relationship between artisans and clients left little reason 
                                                
37 Artisans' inscriptions – including signatures – are frequently found on certain types of decorative objects such as 
porcelain, bronze, silverware, and lacquerware.  
38 Craig Clunas, “Design and Cultural Frontiers: English shapes and Chinese furniture workshops, 1700-90,” Apollo 
126.308 (1987) :258-259. 
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for cabinetmakers to sign their products. This has led to the belief that premodern Chinese 
carpenters were but petty-scale producers whose practice, largely based on a hereditary status, 
did not go beyond the scale of what could be viewed as a cottage industry. Although this might 
be accurate concerning the industry at large, it does not hold true for the eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century Cantonese cabinetmakers, who worked for the export market. 
 The location of carpenters' workshops in the city of Canton in the mid- to late Qing 
dynasty was largely characterized by its affinity to the Pearl River. Since the city's prosperity 
were grounded in its maritime trade with foreign countries, the river played a pivotal role in 
transporting raw materials and merchandise to and from the city. Various commercial timbers 
sourced from inland and overseas were rafted or shipped to the port and hauled from there by 
members of the transport guild along the branching streams and canals into the southwest of the 
city, where most of the woodwork crafts were clustered [fig. 3.6]. There, the timbers were dried 
under the sun and then cut into lumbers and allocated to different woodwork crafts based on their 
size and species.39 According to Yang Sha, a fourth-generation master cabinetmaker in Canton 
who is granted the title of intangible heritage by the PRC, the workshop of his great grandfather 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was located together with other furniture 
shops around Haopan Street (haopanjie 濠畔街), a street in the southwest of the new city that ran 
parallel to the Jade Belt Canal (yudaihao 玉帶濠), a Song-dynasty moat used then mainly as a 
transport route.40 This is corroborated by a guidebook of the city published for Western travelers 
in 1903. In a ward-by-ward description organized by shopping opportunities, the author 
introduces E King's furniture showrooms on the Tai Pat Street as the best place for the 
                                                
39 Cai Yi'an, Qing dai guang shi jia ju (Cantonese Furniture during the Qing Dynasty) (Shanghai: Shanghai shu 
dian chu ban she, 1993), 53. I am indebted to Cai Yi'an concerning the knowledge on the detailed structure and 
location of Canton's woodwork industry in the late Qing and early Republican periods.  
40 Yang Sha (master Cantonese cabinetmaker, titleholder of the National Intangible Heritage) interview with the 
author. December 13, 2013. 
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consumers interested in this kind, since the “old and experienced craftsmen have combined to 
earn for this house the first reputation in this part of China.”41 Tai Pat Street – referred to in the 
guidebook as the furniture street – was indeed located just west to Haopan Street, at its junction 
with Upper Nine Ward (Shangjiufu 上九甫) to the west of the new city.  
 Located in proximity to the harbor as well as to the Customs House near the creek, 
Haopan Street had easy access to the imported hardwood timbers as well as to the shipping of 
various manufactured goods. Yet the area was not just specialized in carpentry, but had been a 
flourishing commercial craft center for the local and international consumers since the early 
Qing period. As early as the late seventeenth century, Qu Dajun (1630-1696), a local scholar, 
remarked in his famous essay, New Sayings of Guangdong (Guangdong xin yu), that “Haopan 
Street at its time of prosperity was replete even during the ordinary times with a mountain of 
incense, pearls, rhinoceros horns, and ivory and with a sea of flowers and birds. Foreign 
barbarians clustered here like the spokes of a wheel meeting at the center. Everyday thousands of 
pieces of gold were spent and the abundant food and drink as well as the frequent dances and 
singing exceeded many times those of the Qinhuai River of Nanjing.”42 Although by Qu’s time, 
such prosperity seemed to have been abated, his description portrays the heyday of this 
commercial center known for a myriad of craft goods and birds and flowers. In his study of 
Cantonese furniture, Cai Yi’an remarks that Haopan Street continued to harbor local crafts until 
the end of the Qing dynasty.43 During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, this area 
was close to the foreign district and it is thus possible that some ambitious local cabinetmakers 
and furniture retailers entered the foreign district and opened shops on Old and New China 
                                                
41 H.G. Hurley, The Tourist's Guide to Canton (Hong Kong, 1903), 31. 
42 濠畔街當盛平時香朱犀象如山花鳥如海番夷輻輳 日費數千萬金飲食之盛歌舞之多過於秦淮數陪. Qu 
Dajun, Guang dong xin yu (New Sayings of Guangdong) (zhong hua shu ju chu ban, 1985), 475. 
43 Cai, 51. 
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Streets, the two shopping streets catering to Europeans' private trade.44 The proximity between 
the town's craft center and the foreigner’s quarter must have yielded good opportunities for the 
merchants and artisans to expand their business to the lucrative international market. Since 
wooden crates and boxes were essential shipping paraphernalia, carpenters were in fact 
indispensible beings in the trade port. The British paid particular attention to the quality of tea 
chests because the expensive commodity was vulnerable to odor, and they often gave a specific 
instruction to the chests. For instance, they demanded “the wood of the tubs and chests be well 
seasoned and [have] no scent for the tea.”45 
 How, then, did the export furniture industry operate and where was the place for the 
artisans in this? As the biggest port city in South China during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 
Canton harbored a number of woodwork industries ranging from timber-transporting and 
shipbuilding to building, furniture making, and crate making. Among them, the furniture industry 
was again subdivided into the guilds (hanghui 行會) of “sculptural carving, relief carving, 
abacus-making, Suzhou-style furniture, furniture of miscellaneous sorts, and Western-style 
furniture,” each of which had different regulations and exclusive membership.46 According to a 
gazetteer of Foshan – an adjacent town renowned also for craft production – compiled in the 
early Republican period (1916-1949), the town had an elaborate structure of woodwork crafts 
during the late Qing dynasty. Within the category of the “bamboo and wood craft (zhumulei 竹
木類)” there were 30 subordinate guilds operating independently of one another47: 
Chinese fir guild, crate guild, leather trunk guild, coir-box guild, bed and table guild, 
                                                
44 Patrick Conner, The Hongs of Canton: Western Merchants in Southern China as Seen in Chinese Export 
Paintings (London: English Art Books, 2009), 75-88. 
45 IOR/E/3/96: 203. 
46 Cai, 56.  
47 Fo shan zhong yi xiang zhi (Gazetteer of Foshan and Zhongyi), vol. 20 (1926) in Zeyi Peng, ed., Zhong guo gongs 
hang hang hui shi liao ji (Compilation of Historical Sources concerning Chinese Craft and Commercial Guilds), vol. 
1 (Beijing: Zhong hua shu ju, 1995), 148-158. 
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platform and chair guild, tray and bucket guild, longevity guild (high-end furniture guild), 
shipbuilding guild, ship-dismantling guild, sailor's rope guild, oar guild, tablet guild, wooden 
tool guild, abacus guild, chopstick guild, lacquer case guild, chopping board guild, cake 
mold guild, carving guild, bookshelf guild, clogs guild, woven raincoat and hat guild, 
umbrella guild, Western-umbrella guild, sift basket build, bamboo basket guild, broom guild, 
bamboo furniture guild, cane furniture guild. 
 
The number of the artisans working for these guilds easily amounted to a thousand. Each guild 
built a hall and enshrined there a statue of Lu Ban, the patron god of carpenters. Members 
performed rituals, had communal meals, shared workshops, initiated apprentices, and regulated 
price and product quality. Similarly, according to Valery Garret, Canton during the late Qing 
dynasty had 72 guilds that “covered all commercial activities.”48 Yang also remembers that his 
grandfather and father were members of the Rosewood Craft Guild (Suanzhi huali tongye 
gonghui 酸枝花梨同業公會), a cabinetmaker's guild active in Canton during the late Qing and 
early Republican era. They had a guild hall near Dade 大德 Street, which is not far from Haopan 
Street.49 Fragmentary as it may be, such information allows one to speculate that the division of 
labor within the carpentry industry in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Canton might not have 
been drastically different.  
 Noticeable in the example of the Foshan guilds is that the carpentry industry as a whole 
was highly segmented into specialized crafts. Such a structure implies that the technical 
knowledge of a specific craft was protected by and transmitted through an institutional apparatus, 
which must have brought about a systematic division of labor in production. For instance, if a 
piece of joined object needed to be carved or lacquered, it was handed over to the relevant guilds 
and the joiner had to give up his control of it.50 Furthermore, artisan’s guilds and retailer’s 
                                                
48 Valery Garret, Heaven Is High, Emperor Far Away: Old Guangzhou and China Trade (New York, Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 89. 
49 Yang, interview with the author. December 13, 2013.  
50 This is quite different from the eighteenth-century British case in which joiners, turners, cabinetmakers, and even 
upholsterers could all produce furniture. 
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guilds were run separately within the same woodwork industry, and the relation between the two 
groups was similar to a putting-out system. In Foshan, for instance, there were various types of 
merchant guilds that formed a “bamboo, hardwood, firwood, and ash” trade union.51 Activities 
of such guilds centered on buying and distributing resources and selling products manufactured 
by artisans. An advanced division of labor existed in Canton as well. According to Yang, his 
grandfather's furniture workshop did not engage in the task of decoration, and he simply “sent 
[the assembled pieces] to the carvers to be carved and polished (fa chu qu gei ren diao 发出去给
人雕).”52 He also remembers that his grandfather received commissions from both domestic and 
foreign customers, but always through a “middleman (dailishang 代理商).”  
 Furniture production in nineteenth-century Canton thus appears to contradict the 
conventional view of the craft conducted by artisans working in a holistic manner in the 
premodern era. One can witness a ramification of this change in the topography of foreign 
district. In the early nineteenth century, an open lot of land behind the old Hong merchants’ 
houses near the foreign factories was cleared out for carpenters to make furniture and all sorts of 
shipping crates. Called the “carpenter's square,” this site was a recurring landmark in the 
everyday language of Western traders in Canton [fig. 3.7]. William Hunter (1812-1891), an 
American trader who were in Canton in the mid 1820s describes it as “a block of two-storyed 
shops close to the foreign Factories, a favorite resort of captains, officers, and ship's crews,” for 
they could buy “all manner of camphor wood trunks and boxes, dressing cases, writing-desks 
&c.”53 Interestingly, he adds that the space was “exclusively occupied by [cabinetmakers] and 
                                                
51 Fo shan zhong yi xiang zhi, 163. 
52 Yang, interview with the author. December 13, 2013.  
53 William Hunter, Bits of Old China (London: K. Paul, Trench, & co., 1885), 22, 70. 
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by house carpenters almost entirely employed by foreigners.”54 Another American merchant, 
Osmond Tiffany (1823-1895) recollects his memory of a day in 1844 when he and his friend 
took a promenade and passed by the carpenter's square:   
We hear the sound of hammers and the grating of saws, smell camphor wood strongly, and 
find ourselves in the carpenter's square. Three or four streets, joining together and forming a 
sort of parallelogram are wholly occupied by these artisans. Here they are making every 
variety of furniture, working well and cheaply. The most conspicuous articles are the 
camphor wood trunks, so admirably adapted for keeping woolens secure from insects. 
Ahning has a large establishment comprising four or five shops filled with workmen, and 
when you order a big trunk, he pulls out his rule, says “Hi Yah,” and sends the trunk smooth, 
varnished and fragrant, round to the hong, punctual to the moment.55 
 
Tiffany's description shows that there were two kinds of artisans in the carpenter's square: 
cabinetmakers as employed “workmen,” and the master-shop owner – like Ahning – as their 
employers. 
 Similarly, Hunter also mentions a “trunk and box-maker” named Ashoe who owned a 
shop in the square. In one of his amusing anecdotes where Ashoe – who acquired some pidgin 
English from “supplying the crews of country ships with their private trade” – pretended to be an 
interpreter, instead of translating, Ashoe repeatedly advertised his shop by throwing out such 
irrelevant sentences as “Camphor trunk wantchee? Chess board have got. No. 1 first chop too 
much handsome, No. 1. cheap.” According to him, his shop was located at “Ka-pan-ta Squeea 
No. 9,” and the name of the shop was “Chang-Ho (perpetual concord).”56 
 An export watercolor produced around the same time provides a rare chance to look into 
one of such furniture workshops, which might have been located in the carpenter’s square [fig. 
3.8] The plain, long, and narrow interior of the “two-storyed shop” – as remembered by Hunter – 
is cluttered with artisans working in-situ with layers of furniture stacked by the wall. An artisan 
                                                
54 Hunter, 22. 
55 Osmond Tiffany, The Canton Chinese; or The American's Sojourn in the Celestial Empire (Boston: J. Munroe 
&c, 1849), 114. 
56 Hunter, 22-27. Crossman mentions that there are several extant trunks and chests that bear the labels of Ahning or 
Ashoe in the US. Crossman, 254. 
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holding a small axe57 is joining an armrest of a chaise. By his foot is placed a bow drill, 
probably used to make pinholes or holes through which to fasten the cane seat on the chaise. 
Further inside, another carpenter is hammering nails on a chest. There are wooden planks stacked 
against the wall, indicating the workshop nature of the place. Assembled pieces are mostly 
rendered in European fashions. Some of them – such as the settee – are made specifically in 
contemporary British style. In the rear side of the shop is sitting a shop owner and his clerk, 
vigilantly overseeing the work.  
 In the early nineteenth century, therefore, some of Canton’s cabinetmakers became 
successful enough to open shops, hire other craftsmen, and traded directly with foreign clients. 
The carpenter's square epitomized the growing interest and investment of Canton's furniture 
industry in the foreign market. The emergence of carpenter-shopowners such as Ahning and 
Ashoe was the outcome of the internal stratification of Cantonese artisanal society.  
 
III. The Techniques: Translation of Joinery as Visual and Spatial Practice 
 One of the most distinctive attributes of the export furniture from a semiotic perspective 
is that, unlike their domestic counterparts, they sometimes bear inscriptions. As Craig Clunas 
mentions, such inscriptions are often marked with ink brush on the back panel of the cabinets or 
the rear side of the drawers, in other words, on the spots not visible from the frontal view.58 
Although it might appear analogous to the porcelain marks – usually found on the bottom of the 
vessel, indicating the maker and/or the production site and date – the marks on the export 
furniture are different in nature in that they were not intended to provide customers with the 
                                                
57 It seems that the painter who draw this watercolor did not comprehend the woodworking process very well. 
Cabinetmakers rarely used axes at the finishing stage of construction. Perhaps a more appropriate tool to be depicted 
would be a plane or a back saw.  
58 Clunas, 258-259.  
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product information, but were rather made to serve the artisans in the process of making. The oft-
found marks are either orientational – right or left, up or down, or front and back – or 
informative, as in such marks as “captain's no. 4 cabinet (chuan zhu si hao shu xiang 船主四號
書箱) ” found on a huali bookcase currently housed in the Victoria and Albert Museum [fig. 3.9-
10].59 In this regard, inscriptions on the export furniture bear a remarkable similarity with those 
of the building industry. As Nancy Berliner indicates in her in-depth study of an early 
nineteenth-century Huizhou building, Yin Yu Tang 蔭餘堂, the carpenters who built the building 
left “many inscriptions on the columns and beams,” which allowed multifarious craftspeople to 
work in harmony without producing confusion.60 It is in fact not surprising to find such a 
practice shared across different woodwork industries, for furniture making – called the small 
woodwork (xiaomuzuo 小木作) – was derived from the architectural carpentry – the large 
woodwork (damuzuo 大木作) – in the early modern period. 
 Despite its seeming naturalness, however, the existence of inscriptions on furniture still 
points at something significant. The inscriptions convey two kinds of information: one is about 
assemblage (i.e. orientation), the other about definition (such as “bookcase”). In the traditional 
environment where cabinetmakers worked in their client's house and both the maker and the 
client understood the forms and types of furniture, there was no need for such information to be 
marked down. Marking was necessary, however, in the context of export furniture making: first, 
as mentioned above, artisans often worked in their own workshops and their interaction with the 
foreigners was always mediated by merchants; as Ashoe's disingenuous attempt to be a translator 
shows, even successful carpenter-shopowners did not know well the pidgin language, an 
                                                
59 A picture of the inscription on this bookcase is published in Cluna's article, 259. 




essential tool to communicate with the foreigners; finally, and most importantly, as shown in the 
case of the Soane chairs, the forms and types of European furniture were anything but familiar to 
Chinese artisans. Therefore, inscriptions might have functioned as a mnemonic device that aided 
Chinese artisans in putting together many particles of joinery into an unfamiliar form. The 
European appearance of the export furniture that seems effortlessly assimilated, in fact, disguises 
the enormous cultural and epistemic barriers the isolated maker had to cope with in the process 
of making. This leads to the most fundamental question as to how and under what cultural and 
epistemic rubrics Cantonese cabinetmakers made the export furniture.  
 As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, written descriptions, drawings, and 
physical models were available to the artisans as the guiding rubric for reproduction. Inspecting 
extant pieces of export Chinese furniture made in Canton during the eighteenth century, however, 
one can find hardly any trace of attempts to imitate European techniques of cabinetmaking. Even 
when artisans successfully adopted new materials such as glass windows or produced such 
unconventional components as a curved sliding door, the construction beneath the surface was 
entirely Chinese. Hence, there is a constant tension between the presentation and the construction, 
or the surface and the body, of the export furniture. This is notably different from some of the 
better-known cases in the transnational history of science and technology in early modern China. 
Shi Ching-fei's study on the multi-spherical ivory balls in the Qing imperial collection, for 
instance, unearths the use of lathe – introduced from the Holy Roman Empire – as a pivotal tool 
in the realization of such challenging technical schemes.61 The production of famille rose 
porcelain during the Kangxi reign (r.1661-1772) was, too, the outcome of the Europe-inspired 
experimentation with different chromic glazes at the palace workshop. Why, then, did the export 
                                                
61 Shih, Ching-fei, “Xiang ya qiu suo jian zhi gong yi shu jiao liu: guang dong, qing gong yu shen sheng luo ma di 
guo” (Artistic and Technological Exchange Seen through the Ivory Balls: Canton, the Qing Palace, and the Holy 
Roman Empire), Gu Gong Xue Shu Ji Kan (Palace Museum Research Quarterly) 25.2 (2007): 87-138. 
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furniture lack such technical plasticity? 
 One explanation for this seeming technical conservatism is that craft knowledge cannot 
be simply acquired or transformed through reading texts or studying a model. As Tim Ingold has 
aptly argued, craft knowledge is an embodied form of knowledge that is acquired only through 
an extended period of repetitive bodily practice.62 In the case of cabinetmakers, a standard form 
was not produced by learning standard rules or copying samples, but was rather generated 
through understanding the character of the wood they were manipulating and through interacting 
with the ad hoc conditions of the workshop. Carpentry learning is thus not the learning of 
abstract and detachable knowledge, but is the discovering of one's own way of doing and of the 
wood's natural properties. Moreover, such knowledge was socially distributed in premodern 
China alongside guild structures and kinship networks, as exemplified in Jacob Eyferth's study of 
the papermaking village in Sichuan.63 Furniture making as an organic and holistic knowledge 
system was thus extremely enduring and robust in the face of external impacts in the pre-
industrial era. The question, then, is how artisans mobilized their embodied knowledge to meet 
the drastically different requirement of the foreign furniture making.  
 In this context, the concept of template has to be revisited. Contrary to the view that a 
graphic design was foreign to the largely “verbal nature” of the furniture craft in premodern 
China,64 cabinetmakers during the Qing dynasty possessed and used designs. In 1778, Prince 
Hong Shang 弘晌 (1718-1781) presented a memorial to the Qianlong emperor in which he 
proposed to furnish the Hall of Enlightened Brightness in Shengjing Palace with “an imperial 
throne, a five-leafed screen, a table screen, a complete set of incense tables, and a pair of hand 
                                                
62 Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on livelihood, dwelling, and skill (New York: Rutledge, 
2000), 289-419. 
63 Jacob Eyferth, Eating Rice from Bamboo Roots: The Social History of a Community of Handicraft Papermakers 
in Rural Sichuan, 1920-2000 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009). 
64 Clunas, 258. 
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fans with peacock feathers,” all made out of “locally mined Songhua stones and redwood 
frames.” “This slave,” Hong wrote, “have carefully drawn the patterns and annotated clearly 
their measurements. Besides submitting it reverently to Your Highness's inspection, I prostrate 
and pray that the emperor's sagacious evaluation will graciously grant [this task] so as to 
facilitate the respectful, careful, and abiding installation.”65 Hong Shang's drawings, kept in the 
National Palace Museum, Taipei, show a series of clear, accurate models, which are 
commensurable to contemporary European pattern books in their meticulous depiction of 
patterns and measurements [fig. 3.11]. This shows that cabinetmakers in Shengjing (nowadays 
Shenyang) did not have trouble deciphering the knowledge of three-dimensional construction out 
of two-dimensional representations. Indeed, in the places like a palace workshop, similar to 
export furniture workshops, where the division of labor was highly advanced and new designs 
were continuously devised, a drawn model that could move seamlessly across different 
production segments could have been an integral, rather than auxiliary, part of the craft.  
 In this regard, it is significant that Hong Shang's drawings were titled 'tu 圖' in Chinese. 
As Francesca Bray has noted, a tu is a diagram or a layout that contained technical knowledge, 
which was to be decoded by artisans during their practice.66 “As a template for action,”67 tu was 
broadly used in various types of crafts in early modern China. Hong Shang's drawings nicely 
capture essential elements of tu, that is, title, graphic, and textual annotation. Yet, not every tu 
                                                
65 奴才僅將本處所出松花石用紅木鑲邊做成寶座，五屏風，插屏，香几全套，孔雀掌扇成對[...]奴才謹繪為
圖，注明尺寸，恭呈御覽外，伏祈皇上聖鑒恩准，已便敬尊循按設. Hong Shang, “Zou wei sheng jing dong 
dian nei di guang dian an she bao zuo shi, qing zhi xun shi zun xing shi” (The Memorial Requesting the Emperor's 
Order concerning the Installation of the Imperial Throne in the Hall of Enlightened Light in Shengjing Palace). The 
Archive of the Military Craft during the Qianlong Period, no. 020522, National Palace Museum, Taipei / 弘晌, “奏
為盛京宮殿內迪光殿按設寶座事，請指訓示遵行事,” 乾隆朝军机档，编号 020522, 台北故宫博物馆 
66 Francesca Bray, “The Power of Tu,” in Graphics and Text in the Production of Technical Knowledge in China: 
The Warp and the Weft, ed. Francesca Bray, Vera Dorofeeva-Lichtmann, Georges Métailié (Boston: Brill, 2007), 1-
82. 
67 Bray, 2. 
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was so kind as to provide all three types of information; more often than not, artisans had to 
utilize his or her own pool of knowledge to fill up the lacuna present in a tu. In this sense, 
European models for furniture production can be also considered tu. How, then, did a tu actually 
lead to action? In other words, how can we trace an artisan's cognitive pattern from the 
unpacking of knowledge embedded in the model to the application of that knowledge in one's 
work? Furthermore, how did an artisan's embodied predisposition complement and reinforce the 
practice of such a cognitive pattern? Although various scholars have discussed the importance of 
template – be it model, design, or tu –, the realization of craft action therefrom has largely 
remained an uncharted territory. Yet, this is a critical question in the production of export 
furniture, for the artisan's act of “translation” usually began with “reading” the transcultural 
template. 
 In 1741, Danish supercargo Christien Lintrup contracted with a Chinese named “Asam 
Goa” for a pair of desk-and-bookcase. One of them is currently housed in the Danish Design 
Museum, Copenhagen [fig. 3.12]. Luckily, Lintrup's original contract letter concerning this piece 
has survived:  
Two large desk-and-bookcases (Chatoler) in Rosewood, of which the part at the bottom shall 
consist of two parts, the part at the top should be tall on each side 3 ½ Cobis68 and in the 
middle 4 Cobis. It shall be 3 Cobis and 2 Points wide. The doors should be designed for 
mirror glasses, externally everywhere with moulded flowers and foliage engraving [...] white 
copper mounting with locks, keys, hinges, and all fitting.69  
 
As Clunas has noted, Asam Goa – a non-Chinese pidgin name – must have worked in the foreign 
district as an intermediary furniture retailer.70 Interestingly, the order was made purely in written 
words (unaccompanied by any drawings), which in itself does not provide specific information 
                                                
68 “Cobis” is most likely referring to “covid,” a unit of length equivalent to Chinese chi 尺 (14.1 inches or 
approximately 36 cm). Morse described it as a unit of “the carpenters of Canton.” See Morse, vol.1, “Conventional 
Equivalents,” Point might mean cun 寸, which is one tenth of chi.   
69 Tove Clemmensen, Mogens B. Mackeprang, Kina og Danmark 1600-1950: Kinafart og Kinamode (China and 
Denmark 1600-1950: Chinese shipping and Chinese fashion) (Copenhagen: National Museet, 1980), 152. 
70 Clunas, 262. 
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other than the material, the overall size, and the rather coarse information on the compartments. 
The finished product consists of three movable chest-like parts: the bottom is mostly a storage 
chest placed on top of a four animal-footed stand; the middle is fitted with many drawers and a 
slanting door that works as a writing board; the top is filled with notched shelves and drawers 
covered with two paneled doors and a scrolled pediment atop; all key holes, escutcheons, bails, 
and hinges are made in paktong 白銅(Chinese alloy of cupronickel), and the surface is covered 
with the moulding of “flowers and foliage.” Inspecting this piece, one cannot but ask as to how 
such insufficient written information, let alone the intriguing question of decoration, resulted in 
this complex object. 
 To a certain extent, the term Cahtoler, by which Lintrup defines the piece without further 
explanation, relies on the knowledge of material category shared between the maker and the 
client. Lintrup’s plain language assumes that Chinese cabinetmakers would know what a 
European desk-and-bookcase looked like, despite the fact that it did not bear any resemblance 
with Chinese cabinet (gui 櫃) or bookcase (shuge 書格). This thus points at the knowledge of 
foreign convention acquired by Chinese artisans from the experience of repeated making with 
models. Besides this, furthermore, the letter alludes to an important characteristic of early 
modern Chinese cabinetmaking. The nature of Lintrup's description, albeit unintentionally, is 
somewhat similar to that of Lu Ban jing, a fifteenth-century Chinese carpenter's manual. Titled 
after Lu Ban 魯班, the legendary master carpenter in the fifth century BC and later the patron of 
all woodworkers, the manual was widely circulated and repeatedly recompiled from the late 
Ming into the Qing period.71 The book comprises three fascicles respectively on the subjects of 
                                                
71 Klaas Ruitenbeek, Carpentry and Building in Late Imperial China: A Study of the Fifteenth-century Carpenter's 
Manual, Lu Ban Jing (Leiden: Brill, 1993). Ruitenbeek and Wang Shixiang have studied and explicated 
exhaustively the furniture section of Lu Ban jing including many technically erroneous parts (See Appendix II, “Lu 
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building, furniture making, and geomancy. Drawing on his empirical investigation, Klaas 
Ruitenbeek argues that the second fascicle on furniture – which is of particular interest here – is 
compiled in the late Ming period based on the vernacular practice.72 This part discusses 91 types 
(shi 式) of so-call classical Ming furniture. Of them, the type of medicine cabinet (yaochu shi 藥
廚式) is somewhat comparable to the Lintrup document. 
It is 5 chi 尺 high, 1 chi 7 cun 寸 wide, and 6 chi long. The body is divided into two parts. 
Each tier is 5 cun high; all together there are 7 tiers. Each tier has two drawers. There are 
together four doors, and each side has a leg of 1 cun 5 fen thickness. The doorframe is 1 cun 
6 fen 分 wide and 1 cun 1 fen thick. The boards of the drawers are 4 fen thick.73 
 
As Lintrup's order, the discussion of the medicine cabinet is made under the premise that the 
artisan already understands the morphology of chu (a rectangular or trapezoid shape of cabinet or 
cupboard). The text is almost entirely made up of the measurements of specific members (and 
indeed both Lintrup and Lu Ban jing rely on the same Chinese unit of measurements), yet is 
notably lacking in technical information. The text, despite that it can be construed as a written tu, 
appears in itself to be an incomplete “template for action.” One could argue that the description 
of the medicine cabinet seems rather straightforward, but that is not always the case. On the type 
of the meditation chair (canyi shi 參椅式), for instance, the explanation ends rather incompletely: 
“The [other] measurements of length and size should follow these [i.e. aforementioned 
measurements]”74; under the type of the mirror stand and the mirror case (jingjia shi ji jinxiang 
shi 鏡架及鏡箱式), the text also ends ambiguously: “If the scale is made in accordance with this 
                                                                                                                                                       
Ban jing jiang jia jing: jia ju tiao kuan chu jie” in Wang, Shixiang, Ming shi jia ju yan jiu, 201-215). My subsequent 
reading of Lu Ban jing thus has been greatly aided by their annotations. 
72 Ruitenbeek, 139-140. 
73 Lu Ban jing, fascicle 2 (ca.1600), 35, Xiangzhai zaofu quanshu (Naikaku Bunko), Tokyo, reproduced in facsimile 
version in Ruitenbeek, 359-467. As mentioned earlier, chi, cun, fen are traditional Chinese units of length. Fen 分 
is one tenth of cun, about 3.6mm. 
74 “[...]長短大小倣此.” Lu Ban jing,19.  
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measurement, there will be no mistakes.”75 The text's silence on the technique of construction 
makes its effusive reference to the proportion seem almost bizarre. Yet, is this really, as 
suggested by some scholars, just a proof of ineptness of Lu Ban jing as an actual technical 
manual?  
 The section on the official's sedan chair (yajiao shi 牙轎式) – an armchair that has a 
horseshoe form – challenges a technically uninformed reader in a slightly different way:  
The official's open sedan chair has the chair that is 1chi 5 cun high. The back is 1 chi 2 cun 
high, 1 chi 4 cun deep, and 1 chi 8 cun wide. The upper round [horseshoe] arm is 1 cun 3 fen 
thick and is beveled at 7 fen; only then is it round. The poles are 1 cun 5 fen thick, and the 
footrest underneath is 2 chi 5 fen deep (my italics).76  
 
How does a bevel of 7 fen lead to a round shape and how can this be constructed? The horseshoe 
chair's bow-shaped top rail and armrest consist of five segments joined by means of the cogged 
scarf joint, and, as Ruitenbeek has mentioned, when each end of these segments are beveled at 7 
fen, the top rail forms a perfect horseshoe shape.77 This shows that the language of measurement 
has to be paired with unspoken instruction on the construction, which can only be construed by 
the skilled cabinetmakers. The implicit causal relation between 7 fen and “only then it is round” 
could be understood only by those who had technical knowledge of joinery. In fact, of the 91 
types, the sections in which a specific joint is directly mentioned are limited to but a handful 
cases. What is compelling about this disproportionate knowledge about measurement and 
construction is that the former informs, by nature, the latter.  
 In traditional Chinese furniture making, according to Wang Shixiang, joinery was 
selected based on the orientation, location, and the size and character of the wood. For instance, 
when abutting two boards, the specific method changed depending on the thickness and the 
                                                
75 “[...]大小依此尺寸退墨無悮” Lu Ban jing, 19. 
76 “宦家明轎徛下一尺五寸高屏一尺二寸高深一尺四寸闊一尺八寸上圓手一寸三分斜七分纔圓轎杠方圓一寸
五分大下踃帶轎二尺三寸五分深” Lu Ban jing, 15. 
77 Ruitenbeek explained two possible ways of constructing this armrest and its representation in his book, 222-224. 
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location of the members. If the boards were thin, a simple tongue-and-groove joint will be 
sufficient; when they were thick, a free locking tenon (zoumasun) was used; if a plank was to be 
used independently, the two longitudinal ends were edged by narrow boards, of which the grain 
direction is perpendicular, in order to prevent the board from cracking and to hide the crude cross 
section of the wood from view.78 If relatively weak boards were to be used as tabletops, screen 
leaves, or cabinet doors, they were further encased in the mortise-and-tenon frame to enhance its 
structural durability.79 Thus, a specific joint was chosen by the artisan on the basis of careful 
planning regarding the proportion and location. The detailed measurements of the breakdowns in 
Lu Ban jing, therefore, not only calibrate the scale of individual parts, but they implicitly speak 
to the choice of joinery suitable to the given situation. The latter was to be determined by the 
artisan's embodied know-how.  
 This points to certain artisanal tendency to analyze visual spatiality. As Michael 
Baxandall insightfully contended through his concept of the period eye, vision is not a natural 
perception, but is the product of the viewer's epistemic judgments guided by his or her social and 
cultural habitus.80 To cabinetmakers, furthermore, the eye was not just an organ of receptive 
interpretation, but was an instrument through which gauging led to analysis, and analysis led to 
projective re-creation. Lu Ban jing certainly speaks to such a visual practice: to be able to see 
objects by way of their proportions; to move back and forth in one's mind between the whole 
(completed products) and the part (individual members). The latter is bilateral: the cabinetmaker 
would picture the whole while working on the parts, and simultaneously read out the skeleton of 
structure when facing a seamless surface. Such flexible techniques were acquired, as Trevor 
                                                
78 Wang, 101-103. 
79 Wang, 110. 
80 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 40. 
Chapter 3 
 130 
Marchand has noted, through repetition and exercise in the “motor-imagery” skills.81 In a similar 
vein, instructions of the export furniture written purely in the consumer's perspective required the 
artisan's skillful de-coding and re-structuration. This called for an act of material translation of 
the various forms of (re)presentation. As Lydia Liu has cogently shown, translation is a 
translingual practice in which the translator not only engages in but also rediscovers and 
reinvents his or her linguistic world.82 Similarly, when reproducing European forms, Chinese 
cabinetmakers did not just borrow and parrot European syntax, but actively re-deployed their 
own language by means of spatial reorientation.83  
 The mechanism of such transcultural visual practice operated through the joinery. In 
Chinese furniture, the basic members of a piece of furniture took geometric forms; they were 
rectangular, cylindric, trapezoid, or occasionally, curvilinear. These members were assembled by 
way of distinctive joinery to produce from simple two-dimensional to more complex three-
dimensional structures. The handling of spatial geometry was thus the mainstay of a 
cabinetmaker's visual skill. Yet, joinery was not just a collective assembling technique. It was, 
more importantly, a method of finding and maintaining the structural balance among the 
numerous fragmentary constituents of the whole. In this regard, the familiarity with joinery 
produced an eye that intuitively catches the center in a mass and knows how to distribute it 
evenly throughout the structure, without making ungainly obtrusions into the aesthetic 
harmony.84 
                                                
81 Trevor Marchand, “Embodied Cognition and Communication: Studies with British Fine Woodworkers,” in 
Making Knowledge (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 99. 
82 Lydia Liu, Translingual Practice: Literature, National culture, and Translated Modernity – China, 1900-1937 
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1995). 
83 In some cases, when a physical model was a veneered object such as a piece of mahogany furniture, it was hard 
to inspect its joinery since it was concealed under the veneered wood. 
84 Anthropologist Trevor Marchand has demonstrated this point nicely in his article, “Embodied Cognition and 
Communication: Studies with British Fine Woodworkers.” His observation of the artisan-instructor’s engagement 
with materials and tools at find woodworking class in London highlights the importance of his body as a cognitive 
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 The evidence of such a peculiar spatial handling can be found on the body of the export 
furniture. The giant's arm brace of the Soane chairs mentioned earlier is illustrative of this point. 
Required to connect the unparalleled horizontal members, the artisan cleverly selected a joint 
that was conventionally used to brace members of different elevations. The chairs lend 
themselves to another interesting observation of the export furniture construction. Eighteenth-
century European chairs tended to have curvilinear contours, as exampled by the so-called Queen 
Anne or Louis XIV styles. Yet, in early modern China, chairs increasingly tended toward 
rectangularity (except in the case of the horseshoe chair), wherein the curved top rail was 
constructed by way of the cogged scarf joint (xiedingsun 楔釘榫) [fig. 3.13]. As a result, in 
numerous export chairs, instead of using steam-bent or sawn and carved pieces as in Europe, 
cabinetmakers applied this joint to produce a round contour and, at the same time, economized 
on the wood.  
 Such re-deploying and rearranging the knowledge of construction can be witnessed in 
numerous occasions. An eighteenth-century rosewood roundabout chair, for instance, shows how 
a Chinese cabinetmaker contrived a method to reconcile the unevenly distributed weight on a 
diaper-patterned chair – a form non-existent in premodern China. Whereas the three rear legs are 
more firmly fitted within the frame of the splats and the top rail, the front leg, decorated with a 
carved acanthus motif, remains structurally weak. To remedy the imbalance as well as to protect 
the decoration, the artisan not only enlarged the size of the front leg, but also butt-joined it 
(qiyatiao jiehe 齊牙條結合) – a joint often used to abut carved legs with a waisted kang table –, 
which enabled the leg to be double-locked by the apron and the seat rail so that its firmness 
increases [fig. 3.14a, b]. Such a method was seldom used in Chinese chair construction, as well 
                                                                                                                                                       
medium in the transmission of carpenter’s knowledge. See Trevor Marchand, ed., Making Knowledge, 95-114. 
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as in European roundabout chairs.  
 Another occasion where cabinetmakers cleverly utilized their analytic skills is on the 
reproduced European tilt-top tables. In Britain – where this form of table originated – the tilting 
tabletop was connected to the stand by a metal hinge and hook. When they were brought to 
Canton, however, the cabinetmakers replaced the metal joint with a free wooden tenon. This was 
a radical deviation from the norm because Cantonese artisans were also talented reproducers of 
European metalware. Yet, viewed from the angle of construction, there was a special joint used 
in early modern Chinese furniture making, whose purpose was to facilitate the assembling and 
dismantling of a piece. Dubbed in Chinese a running horse peg (zouma xiao 走馬銷) due to the 
rapidity with which it allows joining and disjoining, the loose tenon was used in the building of 
the altar table with everted flanges or the low-back bed.85 The tenon used on the reproduced tilt-
top table was not identical to the running horse tenon, but the idea of easy dismantling was 
certainly borrowed therefrom [fig. 3.15].  
 Besides these examples, there are more frequently found members that were extrapolated 
from the contexts of various domestic furniture, such as the re-location of the table's spandrel on 
the pigeon halls of a desk, or the adaptation of the swiveling pin of the cupboard doors to the 
swinging legs of the game table. In such cases, the individual joints, well calibrated by the 
artisan's in-depth understanding of the structure, moved freely across the bicultural territories and 
became re-employed in drastically different contexts. 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 In the late eighteenth century, such joinery solutions as “immutable mobiles,” built out of 
                                                
85 Wang, 120. 
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ad hoc strategies and know-how, seemed to be organized and standardized in what might be 
called modules. Modular applications stand out in the context of cross-medial mechanical 
structure that connects wood and metal in a more complex way than the traditional approach. 
One of them can be found on the aforementioned V&A bookcase, especially in the operating 
manner of the falling front door. Instead of the wooden slides, which were used conventionally 
to support the door underneath, a curved metal hinge inserted along the chiseled hole in the side 
panel slides out with the door and, when completely opened, clips it with a spring-hook [fig. 
3.16]. Such a mechanical structure had no antecedent in Chinese cabinetmaking, but it began to 
appear in various export pieces from the late eighteenth century.  
 As Lothar Lederrose has shown in the post-and-beam structure of the premodern building, 
modularity is one of the essential characteristics that governed premodern Chinese carpentry.86 
If the modules of the building and the domestic furniture had a generative nature – that is, being 
able to expend without increasing its structural complexity – modules built in the export furniture 
industry were congealed technical recipes that could be readily reapplied in similar contexts. 
Although this might seem akin to the translation of joinery discussed above, their modes of 
operation were drastically different. If the joinery epitomized the flexibility and singularity of 
cabinetmaker's knowledge, modulated techniques necessitated an advanced collaboration 
between carpenters and metalsmiths surrounding the making of complex mechanical structure.  
 As attested by the emergence of the carpenter's square in the early nineteenth century, the 
export furniture industry developed in response to the growing demands of European and 
American residents in Canton, and as a result of Cantonese cabinetmakers' endeavor to catch up 
with an increasing number of forms and styles favored by their foreign clients. In this context, 
                                                
86 Lothar Ledderose, Ten Thousand Things: Module and Mass Production in Chinese Art (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2000), 103-120.  
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not only the increasing social stratification within the artisanal class but also the growing 
mechanical complexity of export furniture seems to have checked the flexible deployment of 
artisanal skills in the making and led them instead toward more specialization. If a cabinetmaker 
could successfully translate the foreign furniture into his own language in the early eighteenth 
century, in the early nineteenth century, the extent to which an individual artisan could command 
an entire process of recreation certainly diminished. In either case, it is hard to imagine that there 
was a well-paved path for the smooth transmission of the furniture-making knowledge from 











 In The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard describes chests and cabinets as objects that 
yield spaces for intimacy and imagination:  
Wardrobes with their shelves, desks with their drawers, and chests with their false 
bottoms are veritable organs of the secret psychological life. Indeed, without these 
“objects,” and a few others in equally high favor, our intimate life would lack a model of 
intimacy. They are hybrid objects, subject objects. Like us, through us, and for us, they 
have a quality of intimacy.1 
 
Storage furniture explored through poetic images turns into an affective space in which the 
subject stores feelings and memories with valued objects, thereby creating an “unfathomable 
store of daydreams.”2 Such an active agency of the chests and wardrobes is, in Bachelard’s voice, 
set against Bergsonian metaphor of drawers as the epitome of a rational, prefabricated 
classification.3  
 The poetic space of a cabinet is not unrelated to its material space. In real life, a cabinet 
might be primarily a useful piece of furniture that houses miscellaneous things to keep a room 
tidy. Further, a handsomely fashioned cabinet is itself a showcase piece that demonstrates 
conspicuously the wealth and taste of its owner. After all, cabinetmaking has been known as the 
pinnacle of furniture making. From the perspective of space, however, the capacity of the cabinet 
leaps to another level. A cabinet can create a space in which it interacts with the objects it 
contains. Moreover, it not only houses other objects but organizes and displays them in a certain 
																																																								
1	Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 78. 
2 Bachelard, 78. 
3 Bachelard, 74-76. 
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order that reflects on the personality of the user. A cabinet is therefore a mediator between the 
containing objects and their owner, and within this trilateral relationship with things and humans, 
it acquires its subjectivity “like us, through us, and for us.”  
 Yet, how is a cabinet’s inter-objectivity produced and to what extent is it really a “subject 
object”? While a cabinet could be a space saturated with feelings and memories, it can also be a 
depository and gallery of knowledge. Despite its ubiquity, little attention has been paid to storage 
furniture in the scholarship on the history of collecting and display in the early modern world. 
The focus has been laid rather on the objects constituting the collections and their conceptual, 
epistemological, or aesthetic order. Recently, however, several scholars have diverted this 
attention from the collection alone to its embedded-ness in the containing object-space. In 
Sensuous Surfaces, Jonathan Hay describes the inter-object relations in early modern Chinese 
decorative space through cross-referencing and layering. From two-dimensional “surfacescapes” 
to three-dimensional “objectscapes,” early modern Chinese objects drew their effects from one 
another in playful and affective ways to generate an ambiance that blurred the boundary between 
culture and nature.4 With regard to European practices, Glenn Adamson argues in his “The Labor 
of Division: Cabinetmaking and the Production of Knowledge” that with the advance in 
cabinetmaking in eighteenth-century Europe, formerly closetful collections of Wunderkammern 
came to be condensed into display or specimen cabinets. This “cabinetization” of curiosities, he 
contends, resulted in the rationalization, regularization, and specialization of collections and the 
outward-facing aestheticization of their storing furniture.5 
																																																								
4 Jonathan Hay, Sensuous Surfaces: the Decorative Object in Early Modern China (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 2010). 
5 Glenn Adamson, “The Labor of Division: Cabinetmaking and the Production of Knowledge,” in Ways of Making 
and Knowing: The Material Culture of Empirical Knowledge, ed. Pamela H. Smith, Amy R. W. Meyers, and Harold 
J. Cook (Ann Arbor: Michigan University Press, 2014), 243-279. 
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 Building on this line of arguments, this chapter explores the gradations of spatiality 
embodied in two kinds of Chinese cabinets – lacquered and hardwood – in early modern Britain 
as they are revealed in contemporary literature and material display. Throughout the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, Chinese cabinets came in a variety of forms, ranging from a chest-of-
drawers and a cabinet-on-stand to a large bureau-and-bookcase or display cabinet. Such cabinets 
instantiated different cultural sensitivities and interests toward China during the period when the 
country came to be appreciated at once as an object of taste and a subject for study.6 In this 
chapter, the term “Chinese” is used intentionally loosely to accommodate, more than just a 
geographical provenance, the active presence of a cultural and aesthetic concept associated with 
China or lack thereof. Until the mid-eighteenth century, the term “China” was rarely used to 
designate origins of objects other than its homonym, chinaware, in Britain. Instead, “India” was 
used broadly to denote the obscure provenance of the objects from east of the Indian Ocean, and 
likewise “Japan” was a popular denominator of a decorative style and technique associated with 
East Asian lacquers.7 Nowadays, Chinese are known to be the producers of many of such Indian 
or japanned objects, including the so-called Coromandel lacquers and Japanese-style maki-e蒔
絵 (sprinkled gold against black lacquer background).8 Besides lacquerware, as shown in chapter 
1, China was the producer of British-style hardwood furniture throughout the eighteenth century, 
and an aesthetic style known as “chinoiserie” was also related to the mid-century fashion in 
																																																								
6	David Porter, Ideographia: The Chinese Cipher in Early Modern Europe (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2001); David Porter, The Chinese Taste in Eighteenth-Century England (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2010); Chi-ming Yang, Performing China: Virtue, Commerce, and Orientalism in Eighteenth-Century England 
1660-1760 (Baltimore: the Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011); Eugenia Zuroski Jenkins, A Taste for China: 
English Subjectivity and the Prehistory of Orientalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013); Although 
focusing on the nineteenth century, Elizabeth Hope Chang’s Britain’s Chinese Eye: Literature, Empire, and 
Aesthetics in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010) builds on this line of literature 
on the cultural and literary semantics of China in British art and literature.  
7	Both terms (“Japan,” more strongly) were also applied to European imitations of Asian objects.  
8 Japanese maki-e became a vogue in China during the early Qing dynasty (1644-1911), and the style came to be 
known as the “foreign lacquer (yangqi 洋漆).” It was reproduced in vast quantities in Canton for the export trades 
and was also made at the imperial workshops in palace.    
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British cabinetmaking exemplified by the Chippendale furniture. Like the early modern terms 
India or Japan, therefore, China was a porous term that blended together authorship, 
representation, and aesthetics.  
  As will be seen, the term cabinet itself was a fluid concept that continuously redefined its 
physical and cultural subject- and objecthood throughout the early modern period. The space 
produced by Chinese cabinets was thus an arena where multivalent cultural identities were 
accumulated and (re-)presented. This chapter therefore revisits the concept of chinoiserie from a 
spatial perspective. If the discursive focus of chinoiserie has been largely tethered to aesthetic 
and cultural exoticism,9 I argue that the complexities of Chinese cabinets defy such a unilinear 
narrative. Even though both could appear “exotic,” the lacquered and hardwood furniture 
performed differently and bore different cultural ideas about spatial organization and its effects. 
The fundamental difference between them lay in their readability in both physical and 
conceptual levels: lacquered cabinets hid its interior behind the alluring surface and through an 
unpredictable handling of their space, while hardwood display cabinets rendered themselves 
readable by subjecting their spatiality to a single perspectival observation. This difference, in 
turn, implicated different ways in which humans and things interacted and different cultural 
values embedded in them. Chinese cabinets re-contextualized in the history of British furniture 
thus provide a lens through which to observe a wide spectrum of cultural resonance toward 
																																																								
9 Chinoiserie was a popular vogue in decorative arts both in Britain and continental Europe in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Stylistically speaking, it was a hybrid aesthetic that amalgamated imagined Chinese style with 
rococo and gothic elements. It is understood to have negatively contributed to the emergence of neoclassicism in 
Britain. Although mostly studied in art history (especially decorative arts) and material culture, it has also been 
discussed in literary studies in relation to the eighteenth-century taste, subjectivity, morality, and Enlightenment 
rationality. See William Appleton, “English Chinoiserie,” in A Cycle of Cathay: The Chinese Vogue in England 
during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (New York: Columbia University Press, 1951), 90-120; David 
Porter, “Chinoiserie and the Aesthetics of Illegitimacy,” in Ideographia, 133-192; Porter, The Chinese Taste in 
Eighteenth-Century England; Jenkins, “Chinese Touchstone of Imagination,” in A Taste for China, 66-104. 
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distant Asia and the ways in which this was materialized in the space, ranging from empathetic 
imagination and stylistic appropriation to the accumulation and organization of knowledge.  
 
I. The Inverted Secret Space: Intimacy of the Japanned Cabinets 
Stately homes in late seventeenth-century England were inundated with goods from Asia 
and after its style. Inventories from this period offer a glimpse of the interior landscape of such 
objects in these mansions. The 1677 inventory of Ham House, the former royal residence owned 
then by the family of the first Duke of Lauderdale, shows that both private rooms and 
ostentatious parlors equally showcased Asian furniture. The Duchess’ chamber and her private 
closet were bedecked with an Indian table and stand, six cane chairs, two colorful Indian boxes, 
an Indian frame, and white Indian satin window curtains.10 In the Purple Room, the Red Room, 
and the North Drawing Room stood three Indian screens (one “Colored, [and] with Cessnutt 
[sarsenet] Imbroydered”) and an ivory cabinet. The Green Drawing Room was furnished with a 
table stand and glass of black ebony, a japanned Indian screen, as well as one japanned cabinet 
on stand.11 At least three more japanned cabinets existed in the mansion: two in the Green Closet 
where the Duchess enjoyed her tea retreat with her intimates, and one in the most ornate Queen’s 
bedchamber.12 Of them, the two cabinets in the Green Closet were actually brought from Japan 
through the East India trade. These cabinets, lustrously lacquered and inlaid with gold and 
mother of pearl, survive to date and are still on the site as recorded in a contemporary portrait.13 
																																																								
10 Ham House Inventory (1677), 5, 11. Ham House (the National Trust), Richmond. Based on the later inventories, 
the ambiguous term “Indian frame” is likely to mean Indian screens.  
11 Ham House Inventory (1677), 23, 26, 29, 32. 
12 Ham House Inventory (1677), 30, 33. In this chapter, I use the verb “japan” in its seventeenth-century semantics 
to encompass both Asian lacquer and European japanning varnish. Inventories from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries seldom distinguish the two.  
13 In addition to Japanese cabinets, the private closet was also furnished with other globally “japanned” furniture – a 
Southeast Asian lacquered tea table mounted on an British stand, and a pair of japanned British cane chairs – a 
feature that shows the eclectic nature of European passion for Asian lacquers in the early modern times.  
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In addition, a lacquered Chinese cabinet on a gilded and carved stand is placed in the gallery 
flanked by portraits and paintings. Inventoried in 1679 as “one Indian cabinet with a gilt frame 
carved,” the particular technique of lacquer called miaojin 描金 shown on the piece betrays its 
Chinese origin [fig. 4.1].  
Asian cabinets were one of the original types of lacquered furniture that became much 
coveted when they were introduced to Britain through the maritime trade in the seventeenth 
century. While British merchants and travellers in Asia used the term “lacquer” to indicate the 
techniques and products of lac-based Asian varnishes – made either from the sap of the tree Rhus 
vernicifera	or from shellac (resins secreted by the lac insect) –, British consumers seldom used 
this word to designate Asian lacquer. Lacquer referred to a variety of varnishes based on shellac, 
one particular method being a gold varnish applied on metal.14 In relation to Asian lacquer, 
instead, a verb “japan” – meaning to varnish in hard black gloss after the manner of superior 
Japanese lacquer – was more frequently applied.15 The term japan became popular after the 
publication of A Treatise of Japanning and Varnishing by John Stalker and George Parker in 
1688. Yet, more than just a technique, japan referred to an aesthetic choice: an illustrated image 
of the imaginary East Asia against the lustrous black background.16 Just like the word china 
encompassed both Chinese porcelain and European ceramics, the term japan glossed over the 
difference not only between Asian lacquerware and European japanware, but also among various 
East and Southeast Asian lacquers.  
																																																								
14	"lacquer, n.". OED Online. June 2015. Oxford University Press. 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/104893?rskey=uEtYRt&result=1&isAdvanced=false> (accessed August 25, 
2015). A gold varnish did not just mean to varnish with gold, but to produce a varnish that looked like gold. See 
Emilie Foyer, “BnF Ms. Fr. 640, fol. 29v and 57r: “Gold Without Gold”” (unpublished annotation from “The 
Making and Knowing Project,” Columbia University, fall 2015).    
15	In addition to the superior quality, this type of lacquerware – following Bantam and Coromandel lacquers of the 
earlier times, was termed japan because it was first introduced from Japan through the Dutch East India trade.  
16	In addition to the lacquered furniture, ceramics glazed in black and gold were also called japanware, a category 
independent of the chinaware.  
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Although China was not explicitly mentioned in this categorization of Asian lacquerware 
branded as Japan, there was a strong visual association between the lacquer and this country. The 
exterior of lacquered furniture was painted or inlaid with images of Chinese pagodas and gardens, 
figures and landscapes, or birds and flowers. Such motifs were also found on export Chinese 
porcelains, wallpapers, and textiles. Lacquered cabinets from China also took on this visual 
identity. In the process of using a cabinet, one had to pass three steps of actions: open the cabinet 
door, pull out a drawer, and reach the interior objects. Through this flow of movements, one 
encountered sequentially three sets of visual screens: the images on the exterior surface, on the 
interior door panels, and on the surface of the drawers. When not in use, the cabinet thus turned 
into layers of two-dimensional screens crowded with illusory images. This way, it became 
likened to the paintings and wallpapers, its functionality outweighed by its ornamental character. 
It is to this decorative performance of Asian lacquer that scholarly interests have been drawn. 
Little attention, however, has been paid to the interior space of such cabinets, or, the “cabinet-
ness” of Asian cabinets in Europe. From the perspective of spatiality, the characteristics of such 
objects were not just representations of the alluring “others” misplaced in the material culture of 
British homes; rather, they were the embodiment of the evolution of the cabinet as a concept in 
early modern British material culture and the reconfiguration of space resultant from it.  
Originating from traveling chests, the archetypal lacquered cabinets were equipped with 
handles on two sides and bracketed on the corners with brass or paktong for protection on the 
road. Once placed in the galleries and chambers of stately homes, however, the finely cast and 
engraved escutcheons (protective plates around the keyhole), brackets, and handles became 
glistening decorative mounts added to the body. A journey to the inner space of a cabinet starts 
by approaching its escutcheon. In many cases, the engravings on the escutcheons replicate the 
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image on the cabinet’s surface like a vignette within a painting, thereby framing and confining 
the estranged landscape within the ownership of the key holder [fig. 4.2]. An ornamental lock 
deprived of its key is a “psychological threshold” that generates curiosity toward the invisible 
inside.17 The ability to access the interior of a cabinet was dependent upon one’s relationship 
with the key holder. Thus, in many early modern dramas and poems, one finds the emphasis 
lying on the keys when a cabinet is referred to.18 Keys of a private cabinet were sometimes 
hidden in another closed chest.19 The interior of a luxurious lacquer cabinet was therefore as 
secretive as the objects it harbored. 
What were the properties of this hidden space? The meaning of the polysemic word 
“cabinet” came to be subdivided only in the seventeenth century. If it meant a small lodging – a 
room in a house or a bower in a garden – or a treasure chest in the sixteenth century, by the 
seventeenth century it denoted a private chamber, a tabernacle, a council chamber, a display 
room, a treasure chamber, or a chest-of-drawers.20 All of these definitions converge on the 
meaning of a closed space that safeguards objects or human bodies. In contemporary poems, as 
well, the cabinet was used as a metaphor for a kept-in space that had material or corporeal 
																																																								
17	Bachelard, 81. 
18	A famous French ballad written by Charles Perrault (1623-1708), La Barbe Bleue (1697) – a gruesome story of an 
ugly man with blue beard and his young wife surrounding wealth, desire, and murder – spotlights on the cabinets of 
curiosities and the keys to open them. Here, the keys are the pivotal objects symbolizing the power and 
responsibility of the holder in relation to her fate. One of the story’s English versions, Bloudie Jacke of Shrewsberrie: 
The Shropshire Bluebeard (1840) transforms interestingly the cabinets-as-rooms into a japanned cabinet mounted 
with grotesque ornaments: “But one Cabinet, costly and grand / Which has little gold figures of little gold Niggers / 
With fishing-rods stuck in each hand. ---/ It’s japann’d / And it’s placed on a splendid buhl stand. / Its hinges and 
clasps are of gold / And of gold are its key hole and key. / And the drawers within Have each a gold pin, / They’re 
number’d with 1, 2, and 3 […].” Everything that lures human gaze and touch – keys, keyholes, hinges, and clasps – 
are made of gold, affecting thus on the psyche of the young wife, Mary-Anne, to open the drawers and discover the 
trace of tragedy. Thomas Ingoldsby, The Ingoldsby Legends: Or, Mirth and Marvels. By Thomas Ingoldsby (London, 
Robert Bentley, 1840), 126, 127.  
19 In the drama by Thomas D’Urfrey (1653-1723), The Old Mode & the New (1703), Sir Fumb, threatened by a thief 
asking for the key to his precious cabinet, says: “Why then, Sir, the Key [to the cabinet] lies in one of the China 
Dishes upon the Scrutore above in my Chamber, or else among my Linen in the Chest of Drawers; my Daughter can 
shew you the place, please to fetch it, Sir, and then,---what you must know, you must know.” Thomas D’Urfey, The 
Old Mode & the New; or, Country Miss with Her Furbeloe. A Comedy (London: 1703), 46.  
20 "cabinet, n.". OED online. June 2015. Oxford University Press. 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/25753?rskey=cZkfrH&result=1&isAdvanced=false>(accessed August 19, 2015).  
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substance. Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673), Duchess of Newcastle and an unusually prolific 
female writer of the time, left several poems on cabinets that revealed a correlation between 
mind, body, and things:  
In Nature’s Cabinet, the Brain, you’l find 
Many a Toy, which doth delight the Mind; 
Several Colour’d Ribbonds of Fancies – new 
To tye in Hats or Hair of Lovers true 
Imagination’s Masques, where nothing’s shown 
But th’ Eyes of Knowledge, all the rest unknown; 
Fans of Opinion, which do Waft the Wind, 
According as the Heat is in the Mind; 
Gloves of Remembrance, to draw off and on, 
For Thoughts i’th’ Brain are sometimes there, then gone; 
Veils of Forgetfulness the Thought do hide, 
Which when turn’d up, then is their Face espy’d; 
Pendants of Understanding heavy there 
Are found, but do not hang in every Ear; 
Patches of Ignorance to stick upon 
The Face of Fools. This Cabinet is shown.21 
 
The mind finds in the brain, or, the nature’s cabinet, various objects – “Toy[s]” – that reflect on 
its own properties. Such ordinary objects in a cabinet as ribbons, fans, gloves, and veils reify the 
human faculties of intelligence, wisdom, and feelings. The cabinet is thus a corporeal organ – the 
brain –, and it is at the same time a physical structure in which the nature of the mind dwells. The 
poem equalizes cabinet as body and cabinet as furniture, thereby underscoring the inseparable 
relationship between humans and the cabinet’s corporeal and material properties. Epitaphs from 
the seventeenth century reveal a similar connotation of cabinet as a corporeal container of 
spiritual and intellectual properties. “You might have found in this dead vertuous Wife / 
Knowledge and true Humility were met / Exactly in this curious Cabinet,” wrote Thomas Jordan 
																																																								
21	Margaret Cavendish, “Nature’s Cabinet,” Poems and Fancies (London: William Wilson, 1664), 155, 156.  
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(1612-1685) in an elegy for a woman who died at childbirth.22 Another epitaph by R. Fletcher (fl. 
1656-1661) declared, “Here lies the ruin’d Cabinet / of a rich soul more highly set.”23 Similarly, 
another poet described the danger faced by a sailor on the sea: “So of the Soul the saying may be 
true / That e’er it bids its Cabinet adieu / Four inches is the most that it doth keep / Betwixt its 
life and an eternal Sleep.”24 “How brittle is this fleshy Cabbinet / Wherein the richest Diamond 
set!” wrote Nicholas Billingsley (1633-1709), a religious poet, in his poem “On the Body.”25 Just 
as the body is the container of the soul, so is a cabinet the container of invaluable objects. This 
analogy between cabinets and the body in seventeenth century poems endowed a definite 
subjectivity to the cabinet-as-object and its encapsulating space.  
 What does this space then contain? Inside a japanned cabinet were various heterogeneous 
objects aligned to “order in variety,” quoting Alexander Pope.26 Inventories created by Mary 
Evelyn (1635-1709), wife of John Evelyn (1620-1706), of her residences in Kent and London at 
the turn of the eighteenth century provide a detailed list of objects contained in numerous 
cabinets. In her “Japan Cabinet” in April 1694, for instance, was placed a variety of chinaware 
including two enameled jars and covers, two enameled boxes opening in three rows, four 
enameled cups, one large blue and white bottle, two white teapots, two large images of china for 
candlesticks, two little brown teapots with saucers, and two large basins on the gilt stands.27 
																																																								
22	Thomas Jordan, “An Elegy and Epitaph composed acrostichally on two names occasioned by the Death of Mrs. 
Mary Kettle, Wife of Mr. Humprey Kettle of Hollow-way beyond Islington; she died in Child-bed,” A Nursery of 
Novelties in Variety of Poetry. Planted for theDdelightful Leisures of Nobility and Ingenuity. Composed by Tho. 
Jordan (London, circa 1665), 80.  
23 R. Fletcher, “An Epitaph on His Deceased Friend,” Ex otio Negotium. Or, Martiall His Epigrams Translated. 
With Sundry Poems and Fancies, by R. Fletcher (London: T. Mabb, for William Shears, 1656), 182. 
24	Samuel Speed, “On the Mariner,” Prison Pietie (London: J.C. for S. S., 1677), 26. 
25 Nicolas Billingsley, “On the Body,” A Treasury of Divine Ruptures (London, 1667), 68. 
26 Alexander Pope, Winsor Forest. To the Right Honourable. George Lord Landsdown, fourth edition (London, 
1720), 6. 
27 Mary Evelyn, Inventories of Goods at Sayes Court, Wotton and the Evelyns' London Lodgings (1663-1709), 
Evelyn Papers, vol. CCXXXVII (British Library, Add MS 78404), 18. Besides this cabinet, the document inventories 
numerous other Asian-style chests and cabinets, including “one Indian cabinet with carved frame,” “an Indian chest 
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More interestingly, a sumptuous cabinet veneered with tortoiseshell and ebony and inlaid with 
ivory was located in the “closet of curiosities” in 1702, where it held a hoard of things: 
An hang[ing]s copper & silver, very rare, by the same Silpher Vanelli; two busts with 
heads in visard, all set to the counter, set jewels, & cords, a rare piece of lamp work by 
Marl Antonio; a copper figures of a naked Mimid, a woman coat in lead; two cups of 
coco cover & lock filigrees, curious; two china filling figures holding a lock; two marble 
bowls, one bleu marble bowl, a white marble bowl on of pure crystal; two covered small 
cups framed with filigree silver; two small flaguns jaguar, lid & foot silver; two small 
china bottles; two Godvan white cups like Venetian with stall; a flat white china box & 
lid; two round lamp of white china with paper for the lint; two other white china cups or 
taster; two small china punch red and green taster with silver cover; a white iron jasper 
cup; four small Sabcellu, one of jasper, & other of several varied marble; two very small 
marble bottles curiously veined; four buffalos, and a camel china natural colors; a small 
dish of grey marble to hang; another of the same shallower; a jarr cover of ebony with 
other small curiosities.28  
 
“In the cabinet drawer and under the cabinet frame” were located a few more pieces of 
chinaware. The miscellaneous artificia that formed the microcosm of this little Kunstkammer 
“were placed on hoops or cinched on small couches on the shelves” inside the cabinet.  
 As in the case of other early display cabinets in the Wunderkammern, the objects in 
Evelyn’s curio-cabinet were arranged in a manner that lacked a coherent system of 
organization.29 The 1694 inventory locates this object within the larger scale of the room: the 
tortoiseshell-ebony cabinet was aligned with “many good pictures in oyle and water coulars,” 
and surrounded by another layer of artifacts in open display such as “a fine horse of metle 
[metal],” “two glasses or enamel heads on pedestal,” “an hipocrasse cup gilt fine work,” 
“hanging shelves full of small china,” and “an Indian screen for the window.”30 In this closet of 
curiosities, the cabinet containing various curios was itself a curious artifact displayed together 
with other collected items. The tortoiseshell, ebony, and ivory that embellished its surface were 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
and frame,” several Indian screens and japanned boxes, two “Japan cabinet[s] and frame[s],” a “Japan dressing box 
and frame,” in addition to “two Indian pictures in frame,” a japanned dressing table, and three japanned tea tables.	
28	Evelyn, 40. 
29 Similar examples of the cabinet-as-object within the cabinet-as-room appeared in many countries in Europe in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, some of the most famous of which are Francesco Calzolari’s Museum 
Calceorarium (Verona) and Ole Worm’s Musei Wormiani Historia (Leiden). 
30 Evelyn, Inventories, 30.  
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naturalia from Africa and Asia, equally worth exhibiting as the artificia contained in it. The 
purview of the closet, therefore, created a continuum of the containing within the contained, or, 
as Partick Mauriés argues, a telescopic perspective onto the spaces nested within each other.31 
Like gift boxes kept within one another, the cabinet, by creating a room within a room, allowed 
the beholder to experience the phenomenological depth of the space.  
 In the early eighteenth century, the sensual experience of the multilayered spaces of 
collections was relocated inside the display cabinet. With advances in the techniques of furniture 
making from joinery to cabinetmaking, European furniture-makers began producing cabinets of 
more complex structures. If joined furniture relied on mortise-and-tenon joints, cabinetmaking 
employed dovetail joints that developed in the late seventeenth century. Unlike the joined 
furniture, which could split easily due to the compression caused by the perpendicular meeting of 
the grains, cabinets constructed with dovetail joints comprised boards of the same grain direction 
and were thus free from compression sets. This new technique enabled a lightweight and more 
elevated carcass to have a large hollow inside that could be filled with shelves and drawers.32 
This meant that the hollow interior of a cabinet could now be constructed according to various 
sophisticated designs. As discussed in the previous chapter, many of such designs were sent to 
Canton to be reproduced there as export furniture for the British market.  
 In this regard, an imported lacquered cabinet and bureau, made in Canton around 1720-
1730, is now located in Snowshill Manor in Gloucestershire, Britain [fig. 4.3]. Bought and 
furnished by Charles Wade (1883-1956), an architect and craftsman as well as the last owner of 
the manor, the cabinet in situ is now on display for the public. The large cabinet and bureau is 
																																																								
31 Patrick Mauriés, Cabinets of Curiosities (London: Thames and Hudson, 2002), 35.  
32 Shayne Rivers and Nick Umney, Conservation of Furniture (Boston: Butterworth-Heinemann, 2003), 12-24. I am 
indebted to John D. Childs, the head conservator at the 9/11 Memorial Museum, New York, for his sharing of his 
expertise in furniture history and techniques in early modern Europe. 
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lacquered in the maki-e style, yet the form conforms to that of an early eighteenth-century 
English cabinet on bureau. When the panel doors are opened, however, a much different scene is 
unfolded. Surrounded by 30 drawers of various sizes, the center of the cabinet is designed in the 
style of an interior of a Chinese pavilion. Fitted with lattice doors, columns with balustrades, and 
small galleries, the interior structure, all gilded in gold, is set against the lacquered backdrop, 
which resembles a scroll painting hanging on the wall.33 Although its archetype is unknown, the 
structure of this miniature house is similar to that of a Buddhist shrine placed on the altar or of a 
sacred gloriette (dashenting 大神亭), a portable miniature temple used to receive gods in 
Guangdong province during the Qing dynasty [fig. 4.4].  
Opening the cabinet door is an act of opening a front gate; the beholder is suddenly 
ushered into the courtyard of a Chinese pavilion, where one can appreciate its undulating contour 
and depth. The curious objects lying in the drawers or on the patio of this petite house are 
virtually dwelling in it.34 This microcosmic world of the objects conjured up by the architectural 
space of the cabinet inverts the sense of inside and outside. Invited to the level of the objects, the 
viewer experiences a phantasmatic sensation of “visiting” the cabinet-house. The imagination of 
such an enclosed space’s inverted immensity was already voiced by Cavendish in the latter half 
of the seventeenth century. In her drama, The Convent of Pleasure (1668), the protagonist Lady 
Happy, an independently-minded woman who refuses the shackles of patriarchal society, enters a 
cloister where she enjoys pleasures inaccessible to those outside the wall: 
My cabinets are oyster shells, 
In which I keep my Orient-pearls; 
To open them I use the tide, 
																																																								
33 A lacquered cabinet and bureau of which the design is similar to this is in the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London. The cabinet is estimated to have been made in Canton around 1730.    
34	Although put together by Charles Wade, the haphazard placement of the bric-a-brac is similar to the seventeenth-
century display model revealed in Evelyn’s inventory. 
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As keys to locks, which opens wide, 
The oyster shells then out I take; 
The Orient-pearls and crowns do make; 
And modest coral I do wear, 
Which blushes when it touches air. 
On silver waves I sit and sing, 
And then the fish lie listening: 
Then sitting on a rocky stone 
I comb my hair with fishes' bone; 
The whilst Apollo with his beams 
Doth dry my hair from watery streams. 
His light doth glaze the water's face, 
Make the large sea my looking glass; 
So when I swim on waters high, 
I see myself as I glide by: 
But when the sun begins to burn, 
I back into my waters turn, 
And dive unto the bottom low: 
Then on my head the waters flow, 
In curled waves and circles round; 
And thus with waters am I crowned.35 
 
In this poem recited by Lady Happy, the infinite pleasure within a closed cloister is expressed 
through the metonymy of a cabinet and oriental pearls. In reaching out to open the dressing 
cabinet to take out the pearls, the poet imagines her dressing room to be transformed into a vast 
ocean. The “[Oriental]-pearls” are the medium through which an unfettered imagination of 
nature is triggered. The body-object relationship thus shifts the state of mind to the world beyond 
the interiority of the cabinet. Nevertheless, the fancy of a wild ocean is still tethered to the 
familiar objects of toiletry in her cabinet: Lady Happy repurposes marine objects and natural 
phenomena – oyster-shells, corals, fishbone, tides, and the reflective surface of the water – to be 
her cabinet, jewels, headdress, comb, and mirror. Her imagination is thus firmly anchored in 
mundane materiality; oyster-shells (or mother-of-pearl), pearls, and corals were decorative 
																																																								
35	Margaret Cavendish, The Convent of Pleasure (1668), Joseph Black et all, eds., The Broadview Anthology of 
British Literature, vol. 3 (Buffalo, NY: Broadview Press, 2009), 27, 28. 
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materials frequently applied on objects such as lacquered cabinets, women’s jewelry, and 
ornamental vases. 
 The materialization of the inverted world contained in the cabinet-as-object was not 
entirely imaginary or literary. As Cavendish’s dressing cabinet alludes to, it was grounded firmly 
in the material culture of everyday activities. The idea was perhaps best represented in 
seventeenth-century dollhouses, which were made for and inherited through matrilineal 
genealogies. As much as they were bejeweled luxuries, they were also meant to educate young 
girls about gendered responsibilities of running a household. Dollhouses materialized the 
essential attributes of female domestic activities in the space of a compartmentalized cabinet. 
One such example of a particular kind, produced during the last quarter of the seventeenth 
century, is currently housed at the V&A [fig. 4.5]. Catalogued as a “Dutch Cabinet Kitchen,” the 
outwardly plain cabinet encapsulates in its interior a microcosm of an early modern female 
activity – preparing food. The interior, furnished as a kitchen room with a tiled wall, stoves, 
cupboards, and shelves, holds a plethora of cooking equipage, service dishes and utensils, and 
other paraphernalia placed in their “proper” locations. This miniaturized kitchen cabinet, much 
like Cavendish’s dressing cabinet, enables its beholder to grasp and envision the material cosmos 
of female domestic life in early modern Europe.  
 Therefore, literature and extant objects from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
revealed a sentiment that re-appropriated the cabinets within a cultural space that reified bodily 
imaginations. The meanings endowed on them were neither merely representational nor merely 
exotic; they were rather contextualized in the semantic and material matrices of cabinetry 
developed in early modern Britain. Lacquered cabinets provided British consumers with a space 
for intimate daydreaming, an opportunity for exploring imaginary places without departing the 
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familiar structure of their material environment. Yet this practice of imagination developed 
alongside the history of the concept of cabinet. Unlike medieval chests, the cabinet as a relatively 
recent object in early modern Britain was from the beginning a metaphor for the relatedness of 
the body, the mind, and things. The imagination of the “exotic” was also framed within this 
triangular structure that wove the material and the phantasmatic together within physical and 
literary space. And this imagination, as the literature shows, was meso-perceptual; one’s private 
cabinet existed through one’s gaze, touch, and adornment – in other words, one’s body. 
 
II. The Transparent Space: Simulacrum, Theatricality, and the Hardwood China Cabinet  
 In contrast to his poetic understanding of the cabinet, Bachelard cites the polemical 
metaphor of the drawer employed by Henri Bergson in his critique of rationalism. In this 
metaphor, a cabinet full of “ready-to-open drawers” symbolizes a rigid, artificial classification, 
just as ready-made garments divide human bodies into neatly calibrated sizes:  
Our reason […] imagines itself possessed […] of all the essential elements of the 
knowledge of the truth. Even when it confesses that it does not know the object presented 
to it, it believes that the ignorance rests solely on the question of [not] knowing which of 
the ancient categories is suitable to the new object. In which ready-to-open drawer shall 
we put it; in which pre-cut garment shall we clothe it?36 
 
Such a vision of the drawer as, by metonymy, the instantiation of classification and 
categorization had its conceptual origin in the rise of the scientific thinking in the seventeenth 
century. In her poem, “The Seven Keys of Nature, Which Unlock the Several Boxes of Her 
Cabinet,” Cavendish wrote that the human sensory organs were comparable to individual 
drawers in a cabinet: 
 A Bunch of Keys did Hang by Nature 's side, 
 Which She, to open her five Boxes try'd; 
 The first was Wit, which Key unlock'd the Ear, 
																																																								
36 Henri Bergson, L’évolution créatrice (Paris: Libraries Félix Algan et Guillaumin Réunies, 1908), 52. 
Chapter 4 
	 151 
 Open'd the Brain, to see what things were there; 
 The next was Beauty's Key unlock'd the Eyes, 
 Open'd the Heart, to see what therein lies; 
 The third was Appetite, which quick did go, 
 Opening the Stomack, to put Meat into; 
 The Key of Sent unlock'd the Brain, though hard, 
 For of a Stink the Nose is much afear'd; 
 The Key of Pain did open Touch, but slow, 
 For Nature 's loath any Disease to show.37 
 
If her other poems quoted earlier expressed the rather sensuous relationship between the mind 
and the body, materiality and imagination, Cavendish uses a somewhat different metaphor of the 
cabinet in this poem. The five sensory organs, which act upon the external stimulation – keys –, 
are doors to the internal organs of the brain, heart, and stomach. The image of compartments – 
physical spaces independent of one another yet interconnected by way of an overarching system 
of order – is extrapolated to describe the configuration of the body and its organism governed by 
the rule of nature. This rather structural view of the body can be explained by Cavendish’s 
interest and involvement in contemporary science and philosophy. Cavendish was one of the first 
female philosopher-scientists who wrote profusely on nature and matter. Her elder brother John 
Lucas was one of the founding members of the Royal Society, and through her husband she was 
acquainted with such figures as Thomas Hobbes, Rene Decartes, and Pierre Gassendi. Her 
prestige and passion brought her an opportunity to attend a Royal Society meeting in 1667 as the 
first female participant.38 In the cabinet of drawers is therefore contained her materialist 
understanding of nature.  
 If Cavendish used the metaphor of a cabinet to illustrate a structural system of the body, 
the idea of the intelligent cabinet, bitingly derided by Bergson, had its full blossom in both 
																																																								
37 Margaret Cavendish, “The Several Keys of Nature, Which Unlock the Several Boxes of Her Cabinet,” Poems and 
Fancies, 155. 
38 David Cunning, "Margaret Lucas Cavendish", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2012 Edition), 




literature and furniture in the eighteenth century. In the play The Patron (1764), by Samuel Foote 
(1720-1777), the protagonist Sir Thomas Lofty flaunts his method of knowledge organization 
through an interesting analogy: 
Puff: It is amazing where Sir Thomas Lofty stores all his knowlege. 
Dactyl: It is wonderful how the mind of man can contain it. 
Sir Thomas: Why, to tell you the truth, that circumstance has a good deal engag'd my 
 attention; and I believe you will admit my method of solving the phenomenon 
 philosophical and ingenious enough. […] 
 Sir Thomas: I suppose, Gentlemen, my memory, or mind, to be a chest of drawers, a kind 
 of bureau; where, in separate cellules, my different knowlege on different 
 subjects is stor'd. 
 Rust: A prodigious discovery! […] 
 Sir Thomas: To this cabinet volition, or will, has a key; so when an arduous subject 
 occurs, I unlock my bureau, pull out the particular drawer, and am supply'd with 
 what I want in an instant. 
 Dactyl: A Malbranch! 
 Puff: A Boyle! 
 All: A Locke!39 
 
Sir Thomas argues that his knowledge is classified in the form of drawers in a chest, each of 
which contains an instant solution to any “arduous subject.” His method is lauded by the 
audience as analogous to that of the great minds, such as Nicolas Malebranche, Robert Boyle, or 
John Locke. This “cabinet [of] volition” not only contained various kinds of knowledge but also 
organized and presented them in a coherent and readily applicable manner. The idea that 
knowledge can be classified and “store[d]” in the cerebral drawers in the form of a ready-to-open 
chest-of-drawers epitomized the mechanical approach toward the human mind governed by 
reason. What the cabinet contains is thus confidence in the human capacity to master and control 
an infinite amount of knowledge; hence the rational cabinet is tantamount to the “mind of man.”  
 This was certainly a drastically different perspective on the concept of the cabinet than 
the secretive and intimate view that prevailed at the onset of its history. If the cabinet was a 
																																																								
39 Samuel Foote, The Patron. A Comedy in Three Acts. As it is Performed at the Theatre in the Hay-Market (London, 
1764), 41, 42. 
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space for dwelling or concealing precious objects behind its ornamental door locks in the 
seventeenth century, its role became bifurcated in the following centuries. While the lacquered 
cabinets were still appreciated primarily for the allure of their luscious surfaces and secretive 
interior, a growing number of hardwood cabinets bore transparency and orderliness in their 
organization and presentation of their interior space. This conceptual change was correlated with 
developments in cabinetmaking. British cabinetmaking experienced a golden age in the 
eighteenth century in many ways: in terms of material, an unprecedented amount of tropical 
hardwoods were introduced from Asia, Africa, and the Americas; in tandem, the technique of 
veneering, often making use of such foreign timbers, reached its zenith; finally, a group of 
leading cabinetmakers who called themselves furniture-designers, such as Thomas Chippendale 
and George Hepplewhite, emerged for the first time and their designs were broadly circulated 
through pattern books.  
 Riding on this current, the craftsmanship of cabinetmaking thrived. Unlike mortise-and-
tenon joints, dovetail joints produced an even and homogenous surface plane, suitable for 
various kinds of ornamental treatments. While the substrate was made of secondary woods like 
deal (a timber sourced from pine), the surface was veneered with expensive tropical woods such 
as mahogany and rosewood. An increasing number of cabinets were fronted with glass, allowing 
an easy scan of the interior display. In tandem, the interior structure of the cabinet became 
systematic; it was furnished with adjustable shelves for books and objects, and with shallow 
drawers for the collection of small objects such as medals, pendants, coins, or shells. These 
objects were carefully laid on fitting bases or in compartments within a drawer. As Glenn 
Adamson remarks, therefore, eighteenth-century collectors’ cabinets were increasingly geared 
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toward “regularity, division, and clarity.”40 Under these circumstances, the layout of the objects 
became more important, and their relationship with the encasing cabinet more intricate. What 
appealed to the beholder was no longer merely the style of the furniture piece but the ways in 
which it arranged and presented its holdings. Cabinets rendered visual the matrices of material 
categorization and classification, which were forming a coherent knowledge system in the 
eighteenth century.41 This resulted in the emergence of such specialized cabinets as built-in 
bookcases, display cases, and specimen cabinets, as well as the emergence of specific display 
methods suitable for each kind.  
 The rationalization of cabinet space might appear at first glance an independent British 
phenomenon. However, this process was intertwined with the increasing articulation and 
objectification of China in the domestic material culture in several ways: first, in tandem with the 
increasing ubiquity of Chinese and European porcelains, a unique genre of display cabinet – 
called the china cabinet – emerged to exhibit them in the houses of the upper and middle social 
strata; second, as mentioned above, such cabinets were reproduced in Canton and imported to 
Britain through the China trade. With the emergence of china cabinets, images of China became 
disentangled from other pan-Asian denominators and formed an independent subject of design in 
cabinetmaking.  
 This was epitomized in The Gentleman and Cabinet-maker’s Director (1754), a pattern 
book that brought epic success to cabinetmaker Thomas Chippendale (1718-1779). The book 
included some 160 drawings of furniture, purportedly most refined and fashionable of its kind. 
They comprised the styles of rococo (or what he called “modern”), Gothic revival, and the so-
																																																								
40 Adamson, 264. 
41 Eric Garberson, for instance, argued that the display of books in early modern wall-system libraries had a 
mnemonic function, which contributed to the building and practicing of well-classified encyclopedic knowledge for 
learned readers. Eric Garberson, “Libraries, Memory, and the Space of Knowledge,” Journal of the History of 
Collection 18.2 (2006): 105-136. 
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called Chinese. In the Preface, Chippendale praises the “novelty [and] the usefulness of the 
performance” of his designs, noting, “in executing many of the drawings, my pencil has but 
faintly copied out those images my fancy suggested.”42 Such fancies flourished especially in his 
drawings of “China Cases,” where he conflated pictorial and geometric elements of chinoiserie 
to create an alluring ambiance appropriate to exhibit Chinese porcelains. Whereas other 
categories had stylistic variety, Chippendale’s china cases and shelves, altogether ten of them, 
were drawn consistently in the same “Chinese” fashion [fig. 4.6]. 
 Chippendale’s design and furniture are conceptually important, for they carved out two-
dimensional images of pagodas, figures, and landscapes from the surface of other media (such as 
lacquer, porcelain, and wallpaper) and gave them a voluminous sculptural body. One of his 
finely wrought china cabinets is now housed in the Mansion House of Shugborough Estate, 
Staffordshire [fig. 4.7]. Commissioned by the family of the Earl of Lichfield, whose brother 
Admiral George Anson (1697-1762) became famous for his global circumnavigation, the cabinet, 
dated 1755, closely resembles a model depicted in the Director [fig. 4.6]. Flanked by two large 
Qing-dynasty porcelain jars and a gilded mirror also in the chinoiserie taste, the majestic 
mahogany cabinet features a complete set of famille rose armorial dinner service made for 
Commodore Anson during his sojourn in Canton in 1743.43 The cabinet, glass-fronted and 
surmounted by pagoda canopies, four umbrella-like foliage finials, and a lattice balustrade, is 
decorated with lattice moldings and pillar-and-balustrade reliefs, also in “Chinese” fashion. 
																																																								
42	Thomas Chippendale, The Gentleman and Cabinet-Maker’s Director: Being a Large Collection of the Most 
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43 Stephen McDowall wrote an insightful article on the historical meaning of Chinese dinner service at Shugborough 
in relation to George Anson’s alleged heroic deeds in Canton. See Stephen McDowall, “The Shugborough Dinner 
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 Apparently, Chippendale’s reference was sourced in Chinese architecture, in particular, 
pagodas and latticework, both of which prevailed in the decorative motifs on the contemporary 
export porcelain, lacquer, and watercolors. Yet by the 1740s, such images drawn on the flat 
surface were increasingly materialized into three-dimensional entities mostly in the style of 
garden architecture. Designs of Chinese pagodas, pavilions, and bridges were proposed in the 
series of mid-century publications such as William and John Halfpenny’s New Designs for 
Chinese Temples (1750-52), Edward and Darly’s A New Book of Chinese Designs (1754), 
William Chambers’ Designs of Chinese Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines, and Utensils 
(1757), Charles Over’s Ornamental Architecture in the Gothic, Chinese, and Modern Taste 
(1758), and Paul Decker’s Chinese Architecture Civil and Ornamental (1759). Some of them 
were realized in the landscape gardens of aristocrats and in public pleasure gardens; for instance, 
a Chinese pavilion was built in the Ranelagh Gardens in 1750 [fig. 4.8]. A ten-tiered pagoda 
designed by William Chambers was raised in Kew in 1762 and generated both awe and lampoon 
from the public. The aforementioned Shugborough estate, as well, boasted a Chinese pavilion 
standing on an island as early as 1748 and a pagoda erected around the time the Chippendale 
cabinet was made. According to Caroline Powys, a visitor to Winsor in 1766, the Duke of 
Northumberland had a “Chinese island” created in his estate, “on which [was] a small house 
quite in the taste of that nation, the outside of which [was] white tiles set in red lead, decorated 
with bells and Chinese ornaments.” The building was approached by a Chinese bridge, and the 
entire view was “cool and pleasing” to the passionate follower of the vogue.44 Admittedly, 
pagodas and pavilions were the most popular elements of the British imagination of a Chinese 
vista. 
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 The mélange of different stylistic components that prevailed in such designs was by no 
means grounded in any representational reality. Indeed, a contemporary critic already gibed: “not 
one in a thousand of all […] which are called Chinese, has the least resemblance to anything that 
China ever saw.”45 Such motifs were, as argued by David Porter, but a pastiche, cross-medial 
references borrowed from ungrounded imaginations that came to form a firm preconception of 
the visual China in eighteenth-century British consumer society. To ordinary uninformed 
consumers as well as artists and craftspeople unconstrained by knowledge and convention, the 
“cultural illegibility” of Chinese objects channeled freedom of expression against the canonized 
classicism.46 Yet, the repeated borrowing of references from one medium to another and the 
continued bricolage of such references resulted in obfuscating the lines between the 
representation and the original. In other words, the Chippendale cabinet was a simulacrum.  
 A simulacrum, according to Baudrillard, is “the generation by models of a real without 
origin or reality”; it refers to “a hyperreal henceforth sheltered from the imaginary, and from any 
distinction between the real and the imaginary, leaving room only for the orbital recurrence of 
models and the simulated generation of difference.”47 Although Baudrillard used this concept to 
explain the nature of contemporary media culture under the aegis of capitalism, it is heuristically 
useful to explicate the manifold representations of China in early modern British visual and 
material culture. As simulacra are not specular or discursive but merely operational, the alluring 
images of pagodas and costumed figures were but an “orbital recurrence of models,” which bore, 
unlike Classical or Christian iconographies, little semantic meaning in themselves.  
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46 David Porter, The Chinese Taste in Eighteenth-Century England (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
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47 Jean Baudrillard, Simulations, trans. Paul Foss, Paul Fatton, and Philip Beitchman (New York: Semiotext(e), 
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 As studies on chinoiserie have emphasized, the illegibility of the alien culture made 
Chinese images and objects contentless. A contemporary critic noted, “every combination of 
forms in nature, without expression and without meaning, [were] the essentials of Chinese 
paintings.”48 John Evelyn, despite being an aficionado of Chinese porcelain, juxtaposed in his 
diary the “prints of Landskips, of their Idols, Saints, [and] Pagoods” sent from East Asia with the 
“monstrous and hideous shapes” of beasts that he could not account for in any other way but 
with denigration.49 Lord Shaftesbury, while acknowledging the superficial prettiness of Indian 
figures, Japanese lacquer, and Chinese enamel, added, “But what ensues? […] How is it possible 
I shou’d thus come to taste the Beautys of an Indian Master?”50 Chambers, despite being a  
Sinophile, confessed that he considered Chinese buildings as “toys in architecture,” which were 
“on account of oddity, prettyness, or neatness of workmanship, admitted into the cabinets of the 
curious.”51 The tantalizing objects from China, denied any power of reference, were thus merely 
empty “miniaturizations” created by the objectification of the signs.52  
 Yet, the very hollowness of such “trifling” signs allowed them to be mobilized 
discretionally by British artisans and consumers to generate varying spatial-perceptual effects. 
Hollow signs as they might have been, I therefore argue that they created a new affective and 
experiential reality and they thus became “hyper-real” or simulacra. As Jonathan Hay points out, 
a decorative object produces an affective space “at the interface between the intentionality of its 
producer and the participatory engagement of the beholder.”53 In the case of the Chippendale 
cabinet, such effects were intended by carefully placing the decorative elements on the proper 
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location of the object, and in return, they governed the channel of sensuous and somatic 
experience of the beholder.54 The attentiveness to the differing yet “proper” effects of the 
chinoiserie design was already evidenced in Stalker and Parker’s Treatise of Japanning, which 
propagated the techniques of japanning to a broad audience including women, who could at once 
be producers and consumers. Reproaching the haphazard manner in which recycled “Bantam-
work” was repurposed only to produce “hodgpodg and medly of Men and Trees turned topsie 
turvie,”55 the authors instead advise the reader to design her own pictorial decoration of her 
cabinet: 
Suppose then you have a large piece of work, as a Table, or Cabinet; take one of the 
Prints which chiefly complies with your humour, insert others also which may be most 
agreeable, yet give variety too: borrow a part from one, a figure from another, birds 
flying or standing from a third; this you may practice until your Cabinet be sufficiently 
charged: if after all this any thing be wanting, your judgment must order, beautifie, and 
correct.56 
 
The book devotes a good section to guiding its audience in selecting and assembling diverse 
decorative patterns in order to “beautifie” the surface of cabinets. The generic drawings of 
Chinese figures, birds, flowers, pagodas, and landscapes, which unfold in several dozen plates, 
offer a cross-medially shared repertoire of meaningless simulacra that could be stitched together, 
“[ordered],” and “[corrected]” to generate the aesthetic effects desired by the user-producer.   
 Similarly, Chippendale relocated the architectural chinoiserie from gardens into interior 
spaces by shrewdly and selectively transposing attributes of pagodas and pavilions into his 
furniture design. In particular, his design had a strong penchant for ornamental roofs and 
fretwork, which stood in contrast to the strictly mathematical geometry of contemporary 
																																																								
54 The desired effects of luxurious chinoiserie were, as Maxine Berg and many others have argued, in part connected 
to the demonstration of the owner’s respectable taste and social subjectivity, the cultural principle ruling over the 
eighteenth-century genteel society. Maxine Berg, Luxury and Pleasure in Eighteenth-Century Britain (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005). 
55 John Stalker and George Parker, A Treatise of Japanning and Varnishing (Oxford, 1688), 38. 
56 Stalker and Parker, 40.  
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architectural drawings.57 Such ornamental elements, properly positioned and scaled, modeled the 
contour of the cabinet and generated an effect of architectural space.  
 Eccentric as it might seem, this was not completely unique. The architectonic structure of 
a cabinet was, after all, similar to that of a building. Earlier cupboards – the precedents of 
eighteenth-century cabinets – such as Dutch beeldenkast or German Hallenschrank were indeed 
constructed with an explicit appearance of a building, adorned with columns, architraves, friezes, 
cornices, pediments, and relief carvings. The vestige of architectural elements remained in the 
eighteenth-century cabinets, as well, especially in their pediments. Indeed, the polysemy of the 
term cabinet – whose meanings ranged from furniture to chamber to bower – was suggestive of 
the connection between cabinetmaking and architecture. Ingenuity notwithstanding, therefore, 
Chippendale’s design of the china cabinet was neither arbitrary nor unprecedented.  
 Neither was his layout of the display space unconventional. Most of the cabinet’s interior, 
either open or glass-fronted, was used to house and display chinaware [fig. 4.9]. Often, as in the 
example of Shugborough dinner service, such cabinets exhibited a set of porcelain dishes or 
figures reserved for decorative rather than functional purposes. As the design and display of the 
armorial service reveals, the identical decoration of a complete set of porcelains reinforced the 
idea of regularity and uniformity that underlay their well-calibrated arrangement on the 
shelves.58 Such a mode of display was “hyper-real” in yet another sense in that it virtually 
removed both the objects and the cabinet from somatic encounter with the beholder. As much as 
the objects exhibited behind the glass were ready for any visual inspection, they discouraged 
																																																								
57 As a point of comparison, although most of Chambers’ explanation in Designs of Chinese Buildings was spared to 
analyze the tectonic structure of buildings, he also used a decorative language to describe the form of roof and lattice 
patterns. For instance, he paid attention to the “circles and squares alternatively disposed” and the interwoven 
lozenges, which formed the “open fret” structure. At another time, he introduced a design of roof, whose timbers are 
“inriched with ornaments of inlaid brass, ebony, ivory, and mother of pearl, representing monsters and foliages.” See 
Chambers, 4-5, 12. 
58 Although the pictorial design of individual dishes varied slightly, the set was all brimmed with a pair of garlands 
featuring the ports of Macao and Plymouth and decorated with Anson’s two emblems.  
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tactile contact. They could be viewed without being reached, just as encased artifacts in the 
museum are purely appreciated in the visual mode. The preponderance conferred upon vision in 
this display model rendered objects pellucid yet inaccessible, which, as Adamson argues, made 
them the subject of fetishization.59 The transparency and simplicity of the display thus drew a 
stark contrast with the pediment and base elaborately rendered in chinoiserie motifs. 
 With the appropriate positioning of the architectural symbols around the transparent 
display case, the Shugborough china cabinet filled the void of representation with a distinctive 
spatial metaphor. As Hay argues, “the cross-referencing of surfaces opened up a space of 
metaphor in which the relation between different surfaces and their respective associations 
produced meaning.” If the previously discussed lacquered cabinet enfolded in its interior a 
Chinese house, the Chippendale cabinet externally took on the same identity, thereby generating 
a spectacle. This spatial effect was achieved by scaling. In his discussion of surfacescape, Hay 
explains the potential of scale as mediation in the generation of “affect”: 
 The experience of an individual surfacescape is also affected by physical scale, which 
determines whether the visual relation to the object – perceptual and mesoperceptual – is 
one of position or encounter; as an object approaches human size it becomes less 
possessable and can be encountered only as another body. Depictive forms of decoration 
are equally affected by physical scale; […] Scale also affects the range of somatic 
response that the eyes make possible without the hands actually touching the object.60  
 
Similarly, the large china cabinet could be only “encountered,” or prospected. The positioning of 
the sculptural China house above the dazzling chinaware removed it further from tactile reach. 
Not only was it high but its decorative details – the pagoda finials and the fretted balustrade – 
could be visually captured in their entirety only with some distance. Thus, vision became an 
important medium in exploring and appreciating the cabinet in its entirety. The depth of the 
china cabinet, which had been discovered by tactile explorations, became irrelevant and virtually 
																																																								
59 Adamson, 248. 
60 Hay, 93.  
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flattened by the transparency created by the glass doors, the orderly display of objects, and the 
imposing pediment decoration. By bringing the depth of the space to the surface through an all-
encompassing visual scanning, the ostensible china cabinet transformed the multi-medial 
chinoiserie imagery into a substance of theatricality. Chippendale’s china cabinet was thus a 
theater; just as the audience enjoys a staged play aurally and visually but is not allowed to join in 
it, so did the china cabinet conjure up a spectacle of intriguing materiality to entice the beholder 
without inviting her to come and touch it.  
 Theatricality was indeed a characteristic thickly glazed over the image of China in early 
modern Britain. From Jacobean comedies onwards, China had been used as a trope of a remote, 
mysterious land where stories of heroic protagonists unfolded “undisturbed by the exigencies of 
more realistic settings.”61 Comedies such as Elkanah Settle’s The Conquest of China (1676) and 
The Fairy Queen (1692), David Garrick’s The Chinese Festival (1755), and Arthur Murphy’s 
The Orphan of China (1759), successful or not, received public attention not necessarily due to 
their intricate plots but because of their resplendent stage settings, dancing, and music that 
sensuously provoked the imagination of the audience.62 The Fairy Queen, known to have 
pioneered such a recurring trope in mise-en-scène, famously set up a Chinese landscape for its 
climactic scene; the stage, in the fifth act, was installed with “a transparent Prospect of a Chinese 
Garden, the Architecture, the Trees, the Plants, the Fruit, the Birds, the Beasts, quite different 
from what we have seen in this part of the World.” Amidst this mélange of chinoiserie onstage, 
the duet of rejoicing lovers was followed by the spectacular appearance of “Six pedestals of 
China-work [which rose] up under the Stage [that supported] six large vases of Porcelain.”63  
																																																								
61 Appleton, 74. 
62 Appleton, 65-89; Yang, 148-183; T. Blake Clark, Oriental England: A Study of Oriental Influences in Eighteenth 
Century England as Reflected in the Drama (Shanghai: Kelly & Walsh, 1939), 61. 
63 Elkanah Settle, The Fairy Queen (London, 1692), V, ii.  
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 The Chinese spectacle persisted in the eighteenth-century theater where the simulacrum 
of phantasmatic out-of-place-ness continued to be crystalized in material performance. Hence in 
the prologue of the drama, Hermon Prince of Choraea (1746) – which fictionizes the history of 
the Ming-Qing dynastic transition – a friend of the playwright Michael Clancy piquantly 
commented on the inversed preponderance granted to the objects that “His nymphs are China-
Ware; East-India Queens; / His Heroes, painted Pagods-fit for Screen.” The subsequent lines, 
moreover, demonstrated that the stage transformed the theater into a refined China room: 
“Pronounce the Style, refin’d, and true Chinese. / But such Exotic Scenes befit a bare House, / 
Or is the Theatre, an Indian Ware house.” 64 The “affective-ness” of the theater as a space replete 
with performing material objects (or object-like characters), however, operated mostly on the 
audience’s visual (and aural) perceptions. Likewise, the Chippendale cabinet, putting on display 
the multifaceted materiality of the objects and the cabinet itself, relied on the visuality of 
spectacle in its affective engagement with the beholder.  
 
IV. Conclusion 
 The multi-medial objecthood of the Chippendale cabinet was structured like a “ready-to-
open drawer,” its immediacy and orderliness readily graspable to the viewer. The systematic 
display of objects framed by the simulacrum of Chinese imagery in such a hardwood cabinet 
generated a spatiality drastically different from lacquered cabinets. If the invisible objects inside 
a lacquered cabinet could be explored by unveiling its spatial layers, the openness of a hardwood 
china cabinet rendered its space more explicit, readable, and flattened. If a lacquered cabinet 
awaited the touch of hands for opening and discovering its holdings and thereby built a 
																																																								




subjective relationship with humans, a chinoiserie display cabinet, by theatricizing itself, turned 
its objects distant and objective. In this aesthetic effect and spatiality – in addition to its 
reasoning and classificatory properties, addressed by Bergson and Adamson – a china cabinet 
can be described as “transparent.” If transparency addressed by these scholars centered on the 
systematic compartmentalization of the space, the transparency of china cabinet put emphasis on 
the visuality, which brought both the sculptural ornaments and the interior display of a cabinet to 
a single perspective.  
 This case study of the trilateral relationship between Chinese cabinets, their objects, and 
their user-beholder in early modern Britain shows that chinoiserie was not just an alternative 
aesthetics or a fugitive representation. Although they were simulacra, the unmeaning signs still 
functioned to generate tangible effects – both in the phenomenological experience and in the 
theatrical transposition – by ordering and configuring physical space. The Chinese cabinets 
modeled their space by flexibly integrating various kinds of objects under their framing capacity. 
The unifying capacity of framing has been articulated by Anna Grasskamp through her 
appropriation of pareregon, a concept used by Kant and Derrida. A frame or stand of an objet 
d’art, she argues, is not just an insignificant margin but rather performs as a “by-work” that 
bridges the object and the surrounding space, inviting the participation of beholders.65 More than 
just framing, a Chinese cabinet, by organizing individual objects according to divergent 
underlying orders, produced a dynamic inter-objectivity that elicited both visual and haptic 
engagements from its user-beholder within its object-space. In so doing, the cabinet became its 
own pareregon, framing itself within different modes of knowing, experiencing, and imagining. 
The semantic profuseness of the word cabinet thus reflected its multiplying spatiality.  
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Along the Round Globe:  
The Material Culture of European Round Tables in Mid-Qing China 
 
 
 Meandering through the scenes in the gallery, “Exhibition on Guangdong's History and 
Culture,” at Guangdong Provincial Museum in Guangzhou, one encounters a well-staged 
traditional banquet room [fig. 5.1]. On a circular table made of sturdy redwood, a cornucopia of 
food is displayed in a typical Cantonese manner. Although Guangdong is better known outside 
the region for its lighthearted yumcha 飲茶, or tea with dim sum, this configuration of dishes 
constitutes a ceremonial repast called jiudagui 九大簋 (literally meaning nine large vessels), 
which has been offered during vernacular rituals since the Qing dynasty.1 On the wall hanging 
behind the table, flanked by a soaring phoenix and dragon, the character xi 囍 – meaning double 
happiness – is embroidered in lustrous gold on red silk. These symbols represent wishes for a 
blissful conjugal union, and the sumptuous scene is therefore a wedding banquet. 
 While the scene appears nothing unusual at first glance, when one turns one's eyes to the 
table that serves as the material setting for this conviviality, a series of interesting questions 
arises. In premodern China, tables used for formal banquets and casual dining came only in 
angular forms. Even in the late Ming period (1368-1644), circular tables were uncommon. The 
abundant convivial scenes in the famous late Ming novel, Plum in the Golden Vase (Jin ping 
mei), only depict square or rectangular tables. At formal banquets, for instance, hosts and guests 
sat at separate rectangular tables, all facing the center of the room where performances took 
                                                
1 Gui 簋 is a bowl-shaped ancient bronze vessel. In early modern and modern Guangdong, however, the word 
expended its meaning to denote any type of large serving dishes used for formal purposes. 
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place [fig. 5.2]. During more casual gatherings, square tables endowed with the nickname of 
Eight Immortals (baxianzhuo 八仙桌) were set up to offer various kinds of refreshments [fig. 
5.3].2 Round tables, in contrast, were virtually nonexistent as dining surfaces until the Qing 
dynasty. Compared with the angular tables whose history goes back to the ancient times, the 
round table was a latecomer to Chinese material culture. Where did they come from and how did 
it come to be associated, in particular, with the vernacular culture of Guangdong? 
 A more in-depth look at the table’s morphology is a useful way to begin addressing these 
questions. It is not difficult to recognize that the form of the table in figure 5-1 does not conform 
to that of conventional Chinese furniture. The structure of the ridged and turned legs bears 
striking resemblance to that of a British gatelag table. How did this Chinese table come to take 
on such a shape? And what does it imply that such a nonconventional table is deployed in the 
representation of “History and Culture” in a local museum whose visual and material displays 
are meant to be symbolic crystallizations of traditional culture? The banquet scene does not offer 
any explicit explanation. Staged silently in one corner of the gallery, it embodies a tacit 
acceptance of the rich history of transnational exchanges that have defined the vernacular culture 
of Canton – and a tacit assumption about the naturalization of their products.  
 This chapter historicizes the popular use of round tables in Canton during the Qing 
dynasty with a particular emphasis on global connections and domestic circulation. It examines 
the popular culture surrounding the object’s use and its significance in relation to changing 
sociocultural ideas and practices in mid-Qing society. The European round table’s unique entry 
                                                
2 For detailed studies on Chinese square tables and on the material culture of Chinese banquets, see “A Square Table 
Where the Immortals Dine,” in Sarah Handler, Austere Luminosity of Chinese Classical Furniture (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2001), 180-202; Joanna Waley-Cohen, “The Quest for Perfect Balance: Taste and 
Gastronomy in Imperial China,” in Food: The History of Taste, ed. Paul H. Freedman (Berkeley: University of 
California press, 2007) 99-134. 
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into Canton and its circulation in China coincided with the emergence of indigenous round 
dining tables. Promoting a new mode of dining practice, the two types of tables became linked to 
each other as well as to a new popular interest in utility and new voices for social equality. By 
situating a mundane object in the complex web of its contemporary, transnational material 
culture, therefore, this case study brings a new perspective to the study of cross-cultural objects 
in the early modern world.  
 
I. A Border-Crossing Object: Round Tables from British Ships to Cantonese Houses  
 In late seventeenth-century England, a new type of furniture came into being as tea 
drinking became popular among the upper and middle social strata. Called the tea table, this 
object was adapted to the needs of the emergent material culture, which, as contemporary 
conversation pieces attest, brought a few closely bonded friends or family members together to 
socialize in an intimate space over tea, often served in Chinese blue-and-white porcelain. As 
early as 1682, for instance, John Evelyn (1620-1706) owned a complete set of tea equipage, 
which comprised “tea table, [a] tea pot, [a] sugar cup and cover, tea cups, [and] six silver spoons 
in a case.”3 Designed usually in a smaller size than a dining table to suit the intimate atmosphere 
of tea drinking, such tea tables were constructed in a way such that they could be folded up and 
stored away when teatime was over.  
 English thirst for Chinese tea and porcelain resulted in skyrocketing profits for the 
English East India Company's China trade. Yet, alongside tea and teaware were also imported 
from China a large number of tea tables, both lacquered and in plain wood. The records of the 
                                                
3 Evelyn Papers, Vol. CCXXXVII, “Inventories of goods, at Sayes Court, Wotton, and the Evelyn's London 
lodgings, 1663-1709,” British Library, Add MS 78404, 6. 
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East India Company sales in London for the years surrounding 1700 allow us to glimpse the 
approximate scale and character of the importation. In 1696, 97 tea tables of various kinds 
carried from China on two company ships – Sarah and Dorothy – were sold at the December 
auction.4 In the following year, 118 pieces were sold from the cargo of Fleet Friget.5 In 1700, 
Macclesfield brought from Canton 300 nests of tea tables all inlaid with mother of pearl.6 In 
1701, the number almost tripled, in total 432 pieces being sold between December and April. 
Among them, 382 pieces were brought onboard Wentworth.7 In 1702, 135 tea tables were sold 
between March 23 and 24. The entire lots sold at this auction were again brought from China by 
a single vessel named Dashwood.8   
  It is thus obvious that around 1700 the EIC ships dispatched to China returned with loads 
of tables readily useable for the rapidly spreading practice of tea service. Besides the quantity, 
the description of the tea tables in the catalogues offers additional information about the popular 
forms and materials of such objects in the early eighteenth century. Of the total 1082 tea tables 
sold between 1696 and 1702, there were 32 “scalloped” pieces, 52 pieces “inlaid with stone 
(including 5 “small” pieces),” 22 “black tea tables [which are] square [and] inlaid with stone,” 33 
pieces “lacquered,” 16 pieces “japanned,” 77 pieces “on square,” 347 pieces inlaid with “mother 
[of] pearl,” 19 pieces with “frames.” Besides these 598 pieces, the remaining 484 pieces were 
catalogued simply as “tea tables.” 
 A typical British tea table in the eighteenth century was in the form of a circular or square 
tabletop on a single pedestal [fig. 5.4]. The pedestal, almost invariably sitting on a curvilinear 
                                                
4 BL: IOR/B/41: 266-321. 
5 IOR/B/41: 490, 525.  
6 Hosea Ballau Morse, Chronology of the East India Company, vol. 1, 97. 
7 IOR/B/43: 643-653. 
8 IOR/B/44: 90. 
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tripod base, was joined to the top by a spring-loaded metal lock that slanted the tabletop when 
unlocked. This folding mechanism allowed such tables to take up minimal space while in storage. 
By virtue of their space economization, therefore, such tilt-top tables were not only used in 
British homes but also carried by merchants and mariners for use on ships en route to China and 
in the factories at Canton. Thomas Newte, a crewmember of the Valentine dispatched to Canton 
in 1768, for instance, brought with him “a lacquer'd tea table in one case.”9  
 In addition to the tilt-top table, another type of folding round table was introduced to 
Canton by British supercargoes and captains. Termed gateleg tables, they had become prevalent 
in England in the seventeenth century. A gateleg table consists of two folding side leaves that 
can be propped up by two supplementary legs that swing from the sides of a gate-shaped leg 
frame [fig. 5.5]. These legs were usually turned in a spiral or ridged shape after Dutch fashion 
and the table, when expanded, became a large round or square table mostly suitable for dining. 
Both tilt-top tables and gateleg tables were lighter than stationary dining tables and took up 
relatively less space when folded up. As such, they were favored by merchant-seafarers traveling 
on the sea, whose living space on the long, agonizing journey was confined to a small cabin. 
Thus, together with other space-maximizing objects, tilt-top and gateleg tables were well-
adapted to the cabin life and became the forerunners of so-called campaign furniture.10  
 Two later versions of such folding dining tables can be found in the trade card of a 
campaign furniture maker, Thomas Butler, active around the turn of the nineteenth century [fig. 
5.6].11 Dubbed an “Imperial Dining Table” by the cabinetmaker, the oval table was expandable 
                                                
9 IOR/H/18: 178. 
10 For the development of the British campaign furniture, see Nicholas A. Brawer, British Campaign Furniture: 
Elegance Under Canvas, 1740-1914 (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2011).  
11 British Museum Registration number D, 2-1280. 
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to accommodate “from four to seventy persons, or any greater number.” Despite its enormity, the 
table could be “[shut] up in a space of a large pembroke table,” and “[packed] up in a bar of 16 
inches deep.” Besides, casters were attached to the legs so as to increase the mobility of the 
object. In another piece of early nineteenth-century campaign furniture manufactured by Hill and 
Perkins (active 1823-1839), the pedestal of the table can be removed and dismantled into pieces 
for packing.12 Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such technical advances in 
British cabinetmaking enabled an increasing number of domestic furniture pieces to be carried 
by merchants, troops, and travelers to colonies and foreign countries.  
 As shown in chapter 2, captains and supercargoes carried their own furniture on their 
voyage to Asia, and resident supercargoes, in particular, requested the company to send many 
pieces of furniture to Canton. Upon arriving at the port, such cabin tables were delivered to the 
foreign factories, where they furnished their homelike interiors. An inventory of the Dutch 
factory made in 1729, for instance, noted that it contained “a large dining table with a [separable] 
top.”13 Modeling after such European pieces, tilt-top and gateleg tables were made by Cantonese 
artisans for the export market even in the nineteenth century. In the watercolor discussed in 
chapter 2 that depicts the interior of a Cantonese furniture workshop among the objects stacked 
by the wall are two tilt-top tables and three gateleg tables, whose appearances are almost 
identical to their European prototypes (See figure 2.8). Such round tables were sold not only in 
furniture stores but in lacquer shops as well. Another painting, attributed to Cantonese artist 
Guan Lianchang 關聯昌 (ca. 1809-1870), portrays an export lacquerware shop, which 
prominently showcases a round tilt-top table at the entrance [fig. 5.7]. Perhaps to elicit the 
                                                
12 Brawer, 184. 
13 Dagregister 1729/11/16 -1730/1/2. VOC 4374.  
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attention of passersby, the tabletop is tipped toward the street to show off its ornate floral 
decoration painted in gold. Although made in different materials, the two types of round tables – 
hardwood and lacquer – were modeled after similar sets of European designs.  
 Such round tables continued to be used by European merchants in Canton even when 
their original designs became outmoded at home. Sources also show that they were found not 
only in the foreign factories but also in Cantonese boats by which Europeans travelled on the 
local sea. William Hunter (1812-1891), purser of Russell &Co., mentioned in his memoir a “fast-
boat” he took in 1830 from Canton to Macao: 
The boats in which foreigners travelled to and from Macao (except occasionally if a large 
party, when they took chop-boats) acquired the name of 'inside fast boats.' They were large 
and commodious, with cabins in which one could stand up, board raised seats on two sides, 
covered with clean matting, on which one slept. They were furnished with green venetian 
blinds. In the centre of the cabin stood the dining-table, and over it a lamp was suspended.14 
 
What kind of dining table might this have been? William Prinsep (1792-1874), an English 
merchant who sojourned in Canton in the 1830s, left a sketch of the interior of a fast-boat he 
took sometime in 1838 [fig. 5.8]. The spacious room is fitted with Cantonese lattice panel doors 
on one side and half-open and half-shuttered windows on the other. In one corner of the room are 
placed a thin mattress and some bedclothes on which the painter is lying, and above it is a rolled-
up mosquito net. There is but a minimal array of furniture in the cabin, composed of a folding 
chair, two small boxes, a pot, and, most importantly, a gateleg table on the sunken floor in the 
center. The drawing roughly corresponds with Hunter's description, especially in the presence of 
a thin mattress, window blinds, “raised seats,” and the “dining-table” in the center of the room. 
Such verbal and pictorial depictions of the generic cabin interior suggest a continuous use of 
gateleg tables for dining in the cross-cultural context of Canton in the nineteenth century.  
                                                




 The continuous presence and reproduction of European round tables in the unique 
material culture of the trading port facilitated the objects' cross-border movement. A rather 
unique object suggests that European round tables might have appeared in the local environment 
as early as the mid-eighteenth century. On the exterior of an export porcelain tea caddy are 
portrayed a pair of interesting images in which a European merchant and his servant are 
bargaining with a Chinese tea merchant attired in an official's garment [fig. 5.9].15 The 
illustration of a Cantonese teashop on the export tea caddy wraps the object in a rich narrative of 
its origin. The scene is filled with numerous things that provide a concrete, if not realistic, 
context for the narrative. The objects in the shop – such as notebooks, stationeries, a scale, a 
porcelain vase, and a yixing teapot – allude to the refined yet commercial character of the space. 
Standing in the center of the room furnished predominantly in Chinese taste is a gateleg table 
that serves as the stage for social and business activities. In an ensuing image, in which both 
parties are entertained with wine, refreshments, and smoking against the garden background, the 
round table plays a pivotal role in generating a congenial atmosphere. The juxtaposition of a 
gateleg table and Chinese objects in a Cantonese teashop points to the (utilitarian) porosity of the 
cultural boundaries explored by merchants engaged in foreign businesses. The use of such 
Western folding tables in Chinese shops would not only allow an efficient management of space 
but also yield a more amiable impression on the foreigners who were the main clientele of these 
businesses.   
 Although the image on the export tea caddy is undoubtedly a product of an artisan’s 
fancy, the specific subject matter and the underglazed polychrome painting – which are 
                                                
15 Based on the image, the tea merchant seems to be a Hong merchant. Rich and respected Hong merchants, such as 
Hoqua and Kumqua, were often bedecked in official’s robes in their portraits. Although they were not literati who 
won official titles through civil service exams, many of them purchased venal titles. 
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characteristic of Cantonese porcelain – imply that the tea caddy might have been made or painted 
in Canton (rather than in the major kilns in Jingdezhen) by an artisan informed of the commercial 
transactions taking place in the foreign district. Indeed, while foreign round tables were not 
entirely absent in eighteenth-century Qing decorative arts, illustrative images on other objects 
reveal that the tea caddy was singular in its integration of such an object into a vernacular scene. 
For instance, a blue-and-white porcelain dish made in Jingdezhen in the early eighteenth century 
depicts a music party, in which three musicians donned in European dress sit around a round 
table that has a single pedestal [fig. 5.10]. In another example, an enamel painting framed in a 
zitan screen currently at the Palace Museum, Beijing, portrays a group of European ladies in a 
garden, one of whom is holding a clock.16 Against the window of a Western building behind the 
ladies is a gateleg table holding a candlestick and a fruit plate on it [fig. 5.11]. Thus, if such 
images situate European round tables in their (imagined) original context, the tea caddy relocates 
it amidst the cultural heterogeneity of ordinary scenes occurring in Canton’s trading port.  
 If this unusual case might indicate to an early, sporadic use of such tables in the 
eighteenth century, evidence shows that round tables became entrenched in the daily routines of 
Cantonese shopkeepers by the first half of the nineteenth century. In his memoir, American 
merchant Osmond Tiffany (1823-1895) recollected his visit to an acquaintance's shop on New 
China Street one morning where he witnessed the shop owners dining at a “circular table”:  
We pause in front of Chongshing's variety store, and observe that the shop-doors are put to, 
indicating that business must yield to the pleasure of eating, and that the inmates have not 
the slightest idea of being disturbed at their meals. But for once, we will violate the rules of 
etiquette and go in. Chongshing and his sons are about sitting down to a circular table, and 
                                                
16 Renate Eikelmann, who wrote an exhibition catalogue that features this screen, suggests that this object was made 
in Canton. This is not an ungrounded speculation, since Cantonese artisans were renowned for the production of 
enamelware and clocks, both of which were introduced originally from the West. See Renate Eikelmann, Die 




do not seem disposed to pay us much attention. We hear a sound of something hissing, and 
presently a servant from the back room brings in half a dozen or more bowls filled with hot 
boiled rice, or fish prepared in some simple way, or vegetables; tea is served in little cups; 
the chopsticks are pulled from their cases; and the battle begins.17  
 
Tiffany's description shows that the locals were using round tables as practical objects. The 
inkling of a rushed mealtime amidst the busy business hours, the unassuming presentation of 
simple dishes, and most of all, the analogy between eating and “battle” all imbue an undeniably 
pragmatic connotation to the “circular table” in the everyday material culture of Canton.  
 A drawing made by a Western traveller in Canton in the mid-nineteenth century 
visualizes such an idea of quick, efficient mealtime on the functional table. Titled On Board Sam 
Rues Chop, the watercolor depicts, as inscribed in the back of the painting, “the dinner hour of a 
Chinese family on board a chop in the Canton River” [fig. 5.12]. A chop boat was a special 
vessel owned by Cantonese merchants that was used to transport goods between the ports of 
Canton and Whampoa.18 On the open deck under the awning, five Chinese men are dining 
together on a polygonal table. The simple dishes, the untidy postures and costumes of the diners, 
as well as the hasty manner with which they are gulping the food suggest that they are a group of 
colleagues working on the boat, rather than a “family.” The dining table is used in much the 
same practical and efficient way as witnessed by Tiffany at Chongshing's shop. Although the 
tabletop is not round, the uniquely turned plural legs indicate that it is a variant of the gateleg 
table, which also appeared in Prinsep’s painting.  
 Western round tables not only permeated the foreign district but eventually penetrated the 
vernacular lifestyle as well. A mid-nineteenth century photograph taken by John Thomson 
                                                
17 Osmond Tiffany, The Canton Chinese; or The American's Sojourn in the Celestial Empire (Boston: J. Munroe &c, 
1849), 66. 
18 Paul van Dyke, The Canton Trade: Life and Enterprise on the China Coast, 1700-1845 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2005), 22. 
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(1837-1921), a Scottish photographer who travelled to Canton in the late 1860s, captures a 
gateleg table used as a game table by the Buddhist monks at the Temple of the Five Hundred 
Gods (hualinshi 華林寺) in Canton [fig. 5.13]. In the town's oldest temple, a group of monks are 
sitting around a round table to play go in the terrace outside a pavilion. The distinctively turned 
legs as well as their hexagonal disposition speak to the prototype of this object. Although this is 
from a slightly later period, the photo attests to the fact that European tables became firmly 
anchored in the nitty-gritty of daily activities by the mid-nineteenth century. 
 If the previous examples point to the round table's utility in the social spheres of 
merchants, laborers, and monks predominated by men, another category of images suggest their 
settling in amidst rather different surroundings: those of the domestic sphere occupied primarily 
by women. In a watercolor attributed to Guan, for instance, a group of Chinese women are 
dining together on a gateleg table [fig. 5.14]. Dressed in fancy Manchurian costumes and 
headdresses, they appear to be female members of a well-to-do family, perhaps mistresses of a 
wealthy merchant. They are seated casually around a well-prepared dining table in a tiled room, 
some tasting wine, one smoking a pipe, and the other passing a candy to a wet nurse to pacify the 
baby on her back. The large gateleg table is double-stretchered at the bottom to create fan-shaped 
grids in which the matching stools can fit.19 On the table are laid nine main dishes, a sign that the 
scene is unfolding in a Cantonese house. Although it has been known that family members of the 
well-to-do dined separately in premodern China, this and other similar paintings that depict 
female conviviality suggest that communal dining practices were not uncommon in Canton by 
the mid-Qing period, a point that will be discussed shortly. 
                                                
19 In her book, art historian Wu Meifeng illustrates a set of fan-shaped stools inlaid with marble, which are very 
similar to the ones depicted in this image. Wu Meifeng, Sheng qing jia ju xing zhi liu bian yan jiu (A Study of the 
Formation and Change of the Furniture of the High Qing Period) (Beijing: Zi jin cheng chu ban she, 2007), 313. 
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 As such visual evidence shows, European round tables seemed to penetrate the daily lives 
of Cantonese people without much difficulty. Whereas such a phenomenon might appear natural 
at first glance, the frictionless localization of round tables was in fact extraordinary from the 
perspective of the broader cross-cultural movement of furniture. Although Cantonese people, 
like the Qing court, generally welcomed Western curios with alacrity, such a tendency was 
largely limited to formerly unknown objects such as magnifying lenses, watches, and alarm 
clocks. In contrast, most European furniture, despite its long-term presence in the city’s foreign 
district, did not cross the cultural boundary until the end of the Qing dynasty. The adaptation of 
European tilt-top and gateleg tables in Cantonese society during the mid-Qing period was thus 
anything but natural.  
 
II. The Emergence of Round Dining Tables in Qing China  
 The story of Cantonese round tables is much more complex than a narrative in which an 
introduced object finds a niche market or replaces an outmoded antecedent. Its popularity in the 
region was not just connected to foreign trade but also interwoven with broader changes in the 
material culture of eighteenth-century China. When the European tables arrived at Canton, round 
tables were increasingly visible in Chinese everyday life. Although records show that tables of a 
circular shape were used as kitchen appliances and by street peddlers selling wares as early as the 
Song dynasty,20 the use of round tables in ways comparable with that of angular ones – 
especially for purposes of leisure and consumption – appeared only in the early Qing dynasty. 
Although it is difficult to know exactly when round tables came to be used for dining during the 
                                                
20 A peddler's portable circular table, for instance, appears on the famous Song dynasty painting, “Along the River 
during the Qingming Festival (Qingming shang he tu).”  
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Qing period, their visual representation was already perceptible by the turn of the eighteenth 
century.  
 Based on their morphology, the Qing round tables can be divided into two forms. One of 
them originated from traditional furniture while the other was introduced from overseas. The 
major difference between indigenous and foreign round tables could be found in the base 
structure. If tilt-top tables had a single pedestal and gateleg tables had a folding mechanism, the 
indigenous round tables were characterized by four or more legs, often rejoined by a stretcher at 
the bottom. Moreover, the shape of the former’s base was ostensibly carved or turned, while that 
of the latter’s was largely straight or mildly curved.21 
 Although this indigenous round table was novel, it seems to have at least two historical 
prototypes from the preceding Ming dynasty. One of them is found in the glossary of furniture in 
The Classic of Lu Ban (Lu Ban jing), discussed in chapter 2. The fifteenth type (shi 式) of the 
glossary is titled “round table (yuanzhuo 圓桌),” yet it in effect describes a pair of semicircular 
tables that could be combined to form a round shape.22 Dubbed in Chinese a crescent table 
(yueyazhuo 月牙桌), such semi-round tables were used individually as side tables, often placed 
against the wall to hold flower vases or other decorative objects. A crescent table usually had 
four to six thin straight legs. Some early Qing round tables had a similar profile, the only 
difference being that they were now made in a complete circular form.  
 Evidence for the construction of such tables can be found as early as 1730 in the palace in 
Beijing. On the seventeenth day of the second month, for instance, the Yongzheng emperor (r. 
                                                
21 Based on this basic form, the specific designs vary, ranging from straight to curved legs, waisted to recessed leg-
structures, and from simple to complex stretcher joining.  
22 For details, see Wang Shixiang's annotation on the round table of Lu Ban jing. Wang Shixiang, Ming shi jia ju yan 
jiu (A Study of Ming Style Furniture), vol. 1 (Hong Kong: Shang lian shu dian you xian gong si, 1989), 207.  
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1722-1735) ordered the Furniture Workshop – which was one of the many workshops under the 
supervision of the Imperial Household Department – to make “a round table in zitan wood, of 
which the diameter should be two chi and six cun, and the height nine cun.” He then added, 
“Make the legs straight.”23 Although the pictorial design of this table does not survive, the 
instruction regarding the legs implies that the object would have been a round table that mimics 
the shape of two combined crescent tables. Some early to mid-eighteenth-century popular prints 
produced for the Chinese New Year in the town of Yangliu in Hubei province provide examples 
of such round tables with straight legs [fig. 5.15].24  
 The other prototype for the Qing round table might be Ming incense stands. Burning 
incense for ritual, religious, and aromatic purposes was a widespread custom in premodern China. 
Incense burners were often placed on a high stand made of a round top whose cabriole legs were 
fastened by a base or a stretcher at the bottom [fig. 5.16].25 Although generally called an incense 
stand (xiangji 香几), their usage was versatile; they were sometimes used to display objects other 
than incense burners, and for this purpose the top could be removed. Such an alternative use of a 
round incense stand is displayed in a mid-seventeenth century painting based on the famous late 
Ming novel, The Plum in the Golden Vase (Jin ping mei). At a carouse in a well-furnished room 
attended by the male protagonist, Ximen Qing, his friends, and his romantic partner, Li Guijie, a 
large porcelain vase is placed in the bottom left corner. The stand that elevates the vase is in fact 
an incense stand whose top is removed to frame the object [fig. 5.3]. Some early Qing round 
                                                
23 二月十七日据圓明園來帖內稱，郎中海望奉旨，照做紫檀木圓桌一張，經二尺五寸，高九寸，腿子做直
的. Zhu Jiajin, ed. Yang xin dian zao ban chu shi liao ji lan (Compiled Sources from the Imperial Workshops of the 
Hall of Mental Cultivation) (Beijing: Zi jin cheng chu ban she, 2003), 201. 
24 For more information on the Yangliu prints, see Wang Shucun, ed. Yangliu qing nian hua zi liao ji (Source Book 
of the Yangliu New Year’s Paintings) (Beijing: Ren min mei shu chu ban she, 1959). 
25 For the detailed study of Ming incense burners, see Handler, 295-302. 
Chapter 5 
 179 
tables not only share the morphological attributes of the Ming incense stand but also inherited its 
structural flexibility.  
 A marble-inlaid redwood table currently located in Wang shi yuan 網師園, a famous 
Qing dynasty mansion and garden in Suzhou, for instance, appears to be indicative of the 
isomorphic character between Ming incense stands and Qing round dining tables [fig. 5.17]. Like 
the incense stands, the tabletops of these tables were simply sitting on a wooden frame and 
supporting stretchers, and could therefore be easily lifted and removed for the convenience of 
carrying or storing [fig. 5.18]. A variation of such tables quite common in Guangdong province 
is made of a detachable top and recessed cabriole legs fastened at the bottom by a tray-like base, 
which were connected by means of several running horse tenons discussed in chapter 2 [fig. 
5.19].26 Taken together, as successors of Ming furniture, Qing round tables probably originated 
around the period of dynastic transition in the late seventeenth to the early eighteenth century. 
Since they have visible morphological links to preexisting furniture, these round tables can be 
loosely characterized as “domestic.”  
 When European round tables were introduced to China in the eighteenth century, 
therefore, they were probably new but not novel – new in their forms, their portable and space-
economizing mechanism, and their use for eating, yet not novel as the Chinese were becoming 
familiar with these types of emergent indigenous round tables. As will be discussed below, the 
cultural authority of these indigenous round tables was still under construction, and this was 
serendipitous for the newcomers; with the reconfiguration and re-hierarchization of the material 
and social orders already underway through the use of domestic round tables, it was easy for the 
                                                
26 For the lower structure of this type of table is much smaller than the one mentioned before, this piece, when 
dismantled, would take up much less space in the storage or carrying vehicle. 
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European round tables to cross the cultural border and partake in the formation of the object’s 
identity.  
 The adaptation of European form on round tables was not just a Cantonese phenomenon. 
Already in 1730, the Yongzheng emperor showed interest in incorporating European elements 
into the design of a new round table he ordered artisans at the Lacquer Workshop to make:  
[Make a table] based upon the square table with a single pedestal rendered in a barbarian 
floral design, which Nian Xiyao submitted as tribute. The lacquer can be either black or 
red. The tabletop does not have to be made square, but, instead, make it round. Install an 
axis at the waist of the pedestal so that [the tabletop] can turn upon pushing.27 
 
Nian Xiyao 年希堯 (d.1738) was a Manchu bannerman who had previously served as the 
Administration Commissioner of Jiangning Prefecture and the Governor of Guangdong Province, 
and was also deeply involved in the administration of the palace workshops. In addition, he was 
an inspector at Jingdezhen and worked with Guiseppe Castiglione (1688-1766) at the Imperial 
Painting Bureau.28 The wide cultural spectrum that Nian’s political career went through might 
have been reflected in the idiosyncratic form of the table – the “single pedestal” and the 
“barbarian floral design” – he presented to the emperor. The making of a table based on such a 
model illustrates, as the art historian Wu Meifeng has put it, “Yongzheng emperor's creativity 
and reflects his tolerance and openness toward the Western objects.”29 Together with the 
technical ingenuity of a turning tabletop, the nuanced tone of the instruction on this unusual form 
of table reveals the emperor's intention to traverse the boundary of classical furniture.30  
                                                
27 你照年希尧进来的番花独挺方面桌, 或黑漆或红漆的桌一张. 桌面不必做方的,做圆的, 桌子中腰安转轴, 要
推的转. Zhu, 202.  
28 Nian published in 1729, The Study of Vision (Shi xue), in which he introduced a unique perspectival drawing 
based upon his varying experience.  
29 Wu, 196. 
30 The multicultural ideas embedded in this order are reified in a round table, currently housed in the Palace Museum 
in Beijing. Made in the early to mid-eighteenth century, the table is made of zitan wood and lacquered in gold and 
red. The table, although more scalloped than round, is similar in its overall structure and design to the one discussed 
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 It is difficult to reconstruct the exact path through which European tables were circulated 
in Qing China. The Yongzheng table appears to be a rather eccentric example that was produced 
under the experimental ethos prevalent in the imperial workshops of his time.31 Nonetheless, 
besides more elusive commercial routes, there were at least two concrete channels through which 
both materials and information circulated between Beijing and the Guangdong region and 
through which, consequently, objects like Western tables were exchanged: artisans and tributes.  
 During the Qing dynasty, Guangdong province became famous for its vernacular-style 
furniture. Its profuse use of imported tropical timbers such as zitan or huali, and its penchant for 
florid carvings and multi-medial decoration with marble, glass, ivory, and cloisonné elevated 
Cantonese furniture to a status on a par with traditional Suzhou furniture. Its reputation within 
the country was so positive that the Qing court recruited Cantonese cabinetmakers to the palace. 
In 1731, for instance, at least six Cantonese cabinetmakers, Luo Yuan, Lin Cai, He Wu, Yang Yi, 
Du Zhitong, and Yao Zhongren received salaries from the Imperial Workshops.32 Beyond 
recruiting local artisans, the Qianlong emperor set up Guangdong Furniture Workshop in the first 
year of his reign (1736) and systematically transplanted the vernacular aesthetics into palace 
workshops throughout the eighteenth century. In this process, a large number of Cantonese 
cabinetmakers – who belonged to the group of artisans called “the southern artisans (nanjiang 南
                                                                                                                                                       
above, especially in its ornate scroll decoration on the pedestal that reminds of “the barbarian floral design.” A photo 
of this table is published in Wu, 197. This table also appeared in Qianlong emperor’s famous portraits, entitled One 
or Two (shi yi shi er tu 是一是二圖). For a detailed study of the material objects depicted on this painting, see 
Kristina Kleutghten, “One or Two, Repictured,” Archives of Asian Art 62 (2012): 25-46. 
31 Also, the form of this table might have come from a tradition different from Nian’s tribute table – a courtly 
tradition that started in the beginning of the Qing dynasty. I discovered a similar round table, which had a single 
pedestal buttressed by six shafts carved curvedly, depicted on a painting of a courtly lady attributed to Gu Jianlong 
(1606-1687), a court painter who worked for emperors Shunzhi (r.1644-1661) and Kangxi (r.1661-1722). The 
painting is now in a private collection, but its image and auction records are available online: 
https://auctionata.com/o/17421/gu-jianlong-1606-1687-courtly-lady-looks-in-the-mirror 
32 Zhu, 211-212. 
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匠)”– were relocated to Beijing in order to transmit and experiment with their skills and ideas.33  
 Another conduit for the flow of new objects was domestic and foreign tribute. With 
regard to this, the aforementioned table gifted by Nian to the Yongzheng emperor is telling in 
that it became a prototype for a palace product. Nian was but one of many provincial officials 
who presented gifts to the Qing emperors during the time of the three major annual tributes: the 
Chinese New Year, the Mid-Autumn Festival, and the emperor's birthday. During the Qing 
dynasty, moreover, Guangdong was the gateway for myriad foreign goods entering the country, 
and Cantonese officialdom – the Viceroy of Guangdong and Guangxi, Provincial Governor of 
Guangdong, General of Guangzhou, Military Commander of Guangdong, and Superintendent of 
Guangdong Maritime Customs – constituted a substantial part of the domestic tributary system.34 
The Western curios presented to the Qianlong emperor by the Deputy Superintendent of 
Maritime Customs, Zheng Wusai 鄭伍賽, in the tenth month of 1738, for instance, included “a 
chime clock with musical box, a thermometer or watch with a glass cover, a set of foreign lathe 
with relief flowers, a sundial, two boxes of instruments, five oil painting, five foreign pistols, a 
sheet of foreign rug, and nine bolts of foreign basi silk.”35 
 In addition to these foreign goods, furniture was one of the popular items that Cantonese 
officials sought to offer as tribute to the emperor. In 1749, for instance, the Viceroy of 
Guangdong and Guangxi and the Superintendent of Maritime Customs, Ce Leng 策楞 (d.1756), 
                                                
33 For the inauguration of the Guangdong Furniture Workshop, see: Qing gong nei wu fu zao ban chu dang an zong 
hui (Archives of the Workshops of the Imperial Household Department in the Qing Palace), vol. 7 (Beijing: Ren min 
chu ban she, 2005), 242-258.  
34 According to Yang Boda, of 500 extant tributary lists produced during the Yongzheng period, 60 were submitted 
from Guangdong offices, comprising more than 10 percent of the entire tribute records. Yang Boda, “The 
Characteristics and Status of Guangdong Handicrafts as Seen from Eighteenth-Century Tributes from Guangdong in 
the Collection of the Former Qing Palace,” in Tributes from Guangdong to the Qing Court, exhibition catalogue 
(Hong Kong: Don Bosco Printing Co., 1987), 41. 
35 Cited in Yang, 45. 
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submitted an impressive amount of furniture as his Mid-Autumn tribute:  
A throne, a twelve-leaf folding screen inlaid with glass, two pairs of glass-inlaid table 
screens, two pairs of glass-inlaid hanging screens, a pair of horizontal glass hanging 
scrolls, two pairs of porcelain stools in guanglang bamboo style with an embroidered 
cover, a pair of large zitan cabinets, a large zitan table, a zitan desk, three pairs of small 
incense stands inlaid with stone, two pairs of square and round incense stands inlaid with 
stone, a low-bed, a pair of qin table made of guanglang wood and inlaid with stone.36  
 
The list encapsulates traits of Cantonese furniture, such as the sumptuous use of zitan wood and 
the lavish appliqué of precious materials on the wood. Yet, in addition to such material 
exuberance, Cantonese cabinetmakers were also known for producing unusual forms of furniture, 
which were the byproducts of their extensive exposure to Western goods. Art historian Cai Yi’an 
has shown that several nonconventional forms of Cantonese furniture were heavily influenced by 
Dutch, British, and French furniture.37 Although fragmentary, inventories of tributary Cantonese 
objects include several pieces of circular and semicircular tables. In the tenth month of 1746, for 
instance, Ce Leng sent to the palace “a pair of half-round tables made in zitan wood.”38 In 1769, 
the Superintendent of Maritime Customs, De Kui 德魁, submitted “a yingmu 影木39-framed 
semi-round table in zitan wood.”40 In 1791, Tu Minga 圖明阿, a successor to the position, 
offered “a pair of zitan round tables carved in Western flower motif” and “a pair of zitan half-
round tables carved in gourd motif.”41 Such artisanal and institutional channels between 
Guangdong and Beijing, however tenuous, might have catalyzed a broader domestic circulation 
of Cantonese round tables.  
                                                
36 Wu Meifeng, “Appendix II: Part of Tribute Records during the Qianlong Reign” in Sheng qing jia ju xing zhi liu 
bian yan jiu, 375. I am indebted to Wu's summary and publication of the tribute records of furniture produced during 
the Qianlong period. 
37 Ca Yi'an, Qing dai guang shi jia ju (Guangdong-Style Furniture of the Qing dynasty). (Shanghai: Shanghai shu 
dian chu ban, 2001), 65-71.  
38 Wu, 374. 
39 A timber sourced from any naturally scarred wood, mostly appreciated for eccentric grain patterns it generated. 
40 Wu, 380. 




III. The Material Culture of Round Dining Tables during the Qing Dynasty 
 Like the Ming crescent tables and incense stands, the early round tables were used 
primarily to display other objects. In the second half of the eighteenth century, however, such an 
exhibitory usage was gradually superseded by the more practical activity of dining. The new 
utility of the table in dining brought about a new social practice and cultural metonymy. 
Compared to angular tables, the use of round tables produced a sense of equality among those 
who sat together. At an angular table, as custom demanded, the main guests or senior family 
members should be seated in the center facing the south, and the rest of the seats were assigned 
in accordance with the individual's social, familial, and gender relation to the person of honor. A 
circulate table, however, mitigated such an absolute hierarchy reinforced by the arrangement of 
the seats.  
 In the second half of the eighteenth century, the tension between the old and new 
premises that underpinned different modes of social relations at dining attracted some literati 
interest. In his poem titled “Round Table (Yuanzhuo),” Qian Daxin 錢大昕 (1728-1804), who 
served as the commissioner of education in Guangdong province, favorably valorized the new 
object: 
I still remember the Eight Immortals gathered at the Jade Terrace. 
Yet, who transmitted the ambiguous new shape [of this table]? 
Trimming the lantern with sincere joy, we reunite and chat. 
Offering seats, either left or right is fine – in rotation.  
Moving [the table] to the courtyard, heaven is like a bamboo hat.  
When halved, the table resembles the crescent moon. 
The gourd-like cottage rather suits your humbleness. 
Aosou 聱叟, from now on, do not harbor hatred for the round.42 





The poem depicts a scene in which people are gathered around a round table perhaps to prepare 
lanterns for the Lantern Festival. The table was, in fact, composed of two crescent tables 
combined together. Yet, even this shape was largely “ambiguous” by the time Qian was writing 
and made him suspect that it might have been “transmitted” from somewhere unknown. The 
round table is characterized as an object suitable for a festive reunion and for a reciprocal, non-
hierarchical relationship in which the “offering [of] the seats” did not interfere with decorum. It 
is also adapted to mobility, and unlike square tables, or “the Eight Immortals,” it is an 
unassuming object of modesty. This notion is reinforced by the reference to Aosou, the style 
name of the famous Tang dynasty scholar-official Yuan Jie 元結 (723-772). According to The 
New Book of Tang (Xin tang shu), after moving to Fanshang, Yuan mingled with fishermen 
neighbors and gamed with the old and the young, who called him by the sobriquet of Aosou.43 
Connecting Yuan’s egalitarian life with circularity, therefore, Qian imbues a political 
connotation into this new material form and the practices associated with it.  
 The social and political message of defiance against hierarchy and decorum was also 
voiced in a homonymous poem by Luo Pin 羅聘 (1733-1799), a famous painter and a 
contemporary to Qian. In his poem, Luo further contrasts the different practices and 
significances associated with round and square tables: 
On a moonlike ground, flowers reach the sky; let the drinking begin.  
The mind of the craftsman particularly refined, and [a table] impressive in size.  
Images preordained by the heaven, propped up by the lone pillar.  
Who is to respect only the one sitting in the seat of honor while ignoring those in the four corners?  
Servants are busy assisting the guests, like ants on the millstone.  
                                                                                                                                                       
與爾差相稱/聱叟從今莫惡圓. Qian Daxin, Qian yan tang ji (Collected Writings at the Hall of Secret Studies) 
(Shanghai: Shanghai gu ji chu ban she, 2010), 592. 




As the banquet begins, the wine is warm and guests are surrounding the hearth.  
If you want them to linger after they are drunk, 
Do not forget the red sleeves and the jet-black hair [beautiful women].  
Different from the Eight Immortals, the Nine Seniors are tolerant.  
When seeing each other, who should drink first after all?  
No rank within the guests, like stars we often gather.  
The way of heaven is circular; the moon is round for the time being.  
The song suits the flute and string, the sound reverberating.  
As cups are raised, the shadow of parrot [cups] circles around.  
Nowadays, it is better for things to be flexible and accommodating,  
I only fear that a carriage with square wheels will never march forward.  
 
The moon is bright and round, our joy is endless ever since,  
I heard that the hundred treasures made the “Prosperity for All.”  
The Duyang bian mentions “Palace of Prosperity for All.”  
The hundred treasures are inlaid on the round table.  
Rhinoceros' horn and jade wine cups are arrayed in front.  
Emeralds and pearls surrounding us, all the way to the back hall.  
Alongside the rotating thumbs busy with games, the shadow of light is dazzling.  
Flowers are passed along the table, while the drum beats fast.  
At midnight, when the guests leave, I move the table [outside].  
With leisure, I rest under the shade of a pine tree, in the winding veranda.44  
 
In this image of a wine feast, an exquisitely carved and inlaid round table stands under the 
weight of a luxurious drinking equipage. Musicians and servants busy themselves around the 
table preparing for the revelry. When the full moon comes out, the banquet begins; nine senior 
guests sit around the table, circulating wine cups and flowers while calling on music and 
beautiful women. Here, unlike in Qian’s poem, the round table depicted is supported by a 
pedestal (“a lone pillar”), suggestive of the spread of tilt-top tables beyond Guangdong by the 
late eighteenth century. More than just a physical object, the round table is a metaphor loaded 
                                                
44 Luo Pin, Xiang ye cao tang shi cun (Poems from the Geranium Hall), first printed in 1796 (Yangzhou: Jiangsu 







with layers of metonymy associated with circularity: its form, “preordained” by the heaven, 
gains legitimacy by following the cyclic way of nature; the circular motion of the drinking and 
leisured activities taking place at the table promotes a “flexible and accommodating” mode of 
communication, contrary to the stationary, ineffective “square wheel” and the intolerant Eight 
Immortals; it yields equal and reciprocal relations among the guests, for there is no 
discriminating “four corners.” By championing the use of the round table, therefore, Luo bolsters 
the idea of natural conviviality unrestrained by the protocols of imposed decorum. 
 As both poems articulate, a round table was thus associated with ideas of reciprocity, 
intimacy, mobility, and the moon, as well as with reunion. Such discrete ideas were concatenated 
in the composite concept of “tuanyuan 團圓,” which was deeply rooted in the material culture of 
premodern China. Tuanyuan – a word whose etymology goes back to the Tang dynasty (618-907) 
– can be translated into a wide range of English words including round, reunion, completion, and 
repleteness. For instance, a felicitous denouement of a story was called datuanyuan – literally, 
the grand finale.45 Family gatherings during the major holidays such as the Spring Festival and 
the Mid-Autumn Festival were also called tuanyuan, which denoted not only the act of reunion 
but also its materiality – special culinary, ritual, and recreational activities associated with the 
festivity. Simultaneously, tuanyuan stood for roundness in relation to, but not confined to, the 
shape of the moon.46 These seemingly unrelated meanings converged on the semantic trope of 
the round to create a complex assemblage of cultural metonymy.47  
                                                
45 Wei Lei, ““Da tuan yuan” shen mei xin li cheng yin xin tan,” (Revisiting the Psychological Causes for the 
Aesthetics of Denouement) Wen xue ping lun (Literary Criticism) 3 (2002): 153-159. 
46 Meng Zhaoshui has elaborated cultural associations of round in relation to Chinese holidays, see: Meng Zhaoshui, 
“Zhongguo chuan tong jie ri min su zhong de fang yuan zhu ti,” (On the Subject of Square and Round in Chinese 
Traditional Holiday Customs) Hei rong jiang she hui ke xue (Heirong River Sociology) 3 (2006): 106-108. 
47 For a detailed discussion of the cultural connotation of the round in premodern China, see: Ye Jingsong, “Lun 
zhongguo gu dai fang yuan zao wu guan,” (A Discussion of the Cosmology of Square and Round in Ancient China) 
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 In relation to the use of the round table, one of the earlier uses of the term tuanyuan 
appeared in Dream of the Red Chamber (Hong lou meng), a popular mid-eighteenth-century 
novel by Cao Xueqin 曹雪芹 (d.1763 or 1764). The novel depicts the glory and decline of the 
aristocratic Jia lineage, which is personified by the male protagonist Jia Baoyu. Living a 
privileged life during the golden days of his family’s history, Baoyu indulges in banquets, poetry 
parties, and romance with his extended family, especially with his female cousins. In Chapter 38, 
after the sumptuous crabmeat party in the garden with Grandmother Jia, Baoyu asks his cousins 
and friends to gather around a round table to drink, eat, and recite poems: 
When [Xiangyun and Baochai] were back again, they ordered servants to clear the seats 
and arrange a new table. Baoyu, however, said, “No, Don't set a new table. We are about 
to get on with poems. Set out the large round table (datuanyuan zhuozi 大團圓桌子) in 
the center [of the pavilion] and place all the food and wine on it. We don't have to assign 
seats; instead, we can help ourselves while sitting wherever we like. Would it be much 
more suitable?” “That is right,” Baochai replied. [...] After a while, they called for 
another lot of hot crabmeats and ate them around the large round table.48 
 
Typical of its sort as it may seem, this convivial scene is significant on several grounds. First, it 
provides a context in which a round table was used; corroborating Qian and Luo’s poems, the 
round table is used at a casual repast among close friends who were unshackled by hierarchical 
propriety. Second, it shows that the table was an occasional table, which could be set out 
whenever and wherever it was needed.49 Their knockdown structure and the inexpensive timbers 
from which they were often made enabled round tables to serve the purpose of provisionality 
more efficiently than square tables. Finally, it is noticeable that Baoyu referred to it as a 
tuanyuan table rather than just a round (yuan 圓) table. This equivoque naturally connects the 
                                                                                                                                                       
Journal of Hubei University of Economics  5.5 (May, 2008): 27-28.  
48 Cao Xueqin, Hong lou meng (Dream of the Red Chamber), vol. 1 (Beijing: Ren min wen xue chu ban she, 1982), 
520-521. 
49 Extant round tables in Cantonese historic houses show that they were used as much outdoors as indoors. They 
were set up whenever it was necessary to provide seats and refreshments in the garden or at a picnic, and then 
dismantled, carried back, and stored away when the outing was done. 
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form of the object (round) to the nature of the event (reunion). 
 Dream of the Red Chamber thus suggests that round tables came to reify the multifaceted 
notion of tuanyuan. This assemblage of imbricated meanings was, moreover, linked to a specific 
temporal and seasonal concern. Kong Shangren 孔尚任 (1648-1718), a dramatist and poet who 
preceded Cao by half a century, had already used a “tuanyuan table” as a literary trope that stood 
for the Mid-Autumn moon. In his Records of the Same Customs through Seasons (Jie xu tong 
feng lu), Kong described a Mid-Autumn offering to the moon: “set up a round stand (yuanji 圓几) 
in the courtyard. On top of the table, arrange mooncakes, grapes, pomegranates, persimmons, 
chestnuts, lotus roots, taros, and oranges. Make an offering to the moon and pray for longevity. 
[…] When I sit on the tuanyuan table, the center of the table is inlaid with an image of the moon 
palace.”50  
 A similar example is found in another episode in Dream of the Red Chamber, where the 
Jia family gathers in the Prospect Hall to making offerings to the moon on the Mid-Autumn night. 
The offerings consist of moonlike melons and mooncakes. After burning incenses and paying 
rituals, the family, at the request of Grandmother Jia, climbs the hill to appreciate the full moon. 
When they arrive at the top, the servants have “arranged [two] tables and chairs in the terrace of 
a pavilion. […] All the tables and chairs were prepared round in order to achieve the meaning of 
tuanyuan.”51 Here, tuanyuan is a twofold token that stands for both family reunion and the 
postharvest celebration represented by the full moon. The round ritual objects – fruit, mooncakes, 
                                                
50 設圓几扵中庭陳月餅葡萄石榴瓜杮栗藕芋橙橘對月[…]坐團圓桌䑓桌心嵌月宫圖. Kong Shangren, Jie xu 
tong feng lu: bu fen juan (Records of the Same Customs through Seasons), Si ku quan shu cun mu cong shu: shi bu 
165 (Jinan: Qi lu shu she chu ban she, 1997), 847. 
51 Cao, Dream of the Red Chamber, vol. 2, 1075-1076.  
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round tables and chairs  – constitute the materiality of tuanyuan alongside the bodies themselves 
aligned in a circular form. 
 Cao’s novel received an unprecedented posthumous popularity. From the nineteenth 
century onward, it generated an enormous number of paratexts, oral performances, and 
paintings.52 One of the sites in which it regularly recurred as an important theme was the 
aforementioned Yangliu New Year’s prints. The prints canonized scenes from Dream of the Red 
Chamber within the popular painting tradition, endowing short titles with rich illustrations and 
thereby visually narrating the story. One such example from the late nineteenth century depicts 
the very episode of the Mid-Autumn Festival in the novel. Entitled Celebration of the Mid-
Autumn Festival in Dream of the Red Chamber (hong lou meng qing shang zhong qiu jie 紅樓夢
慶賞中秋節), the picture portrays the moment when the Jia family reaches the hilltop to view the 
moon [fig. 5.20]. In the terrace on the right, three young family members are sitting around a 
round table and savoring mooncakes contained in a round dish – all of which are the symbols of 
tuanyuan. Equally noticeable in this visual rendition is that the ornate round table is resting on a 
single pedestal, which makes it look similar to a tilt-top table.  
 A parallel idea is embodied in another Yangliu print made by late Qing artist Gao 
Yinzhang 高蔭章 (1835-1907). The image shows a specific moment of the moon offering during 
the Mid-Autumn night [fig. 5.21]. In a private courtyard under the full moon, two boys are 
learning about the offering rituals from an adult woman. In front of them is placed a tilt-top table 
whose top is inlaid with a white stone; on the table are placed mooncakes, dumplings, and fruits, 
together with candles and an incense burner. Next to the moon is an inscription titled Offering to 
                                                
52 Kang-I Sun Chang, ed. The Cambridge History of Chinese Literature, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010), 284-285. 
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the Full Moon (gong xiang can lun 供向蟾輪), of which the first stanza reads: “At the age of 
fifteen I learn about the moon offering, and on the night of the fifteenth I make a moon offering. 
My mind naturally cherishes the round moon; how could I ever wish to marry early?”53 Such 
images show that over the centennial after its first appearance in Canton, the foreign round table 
was woven into the matrix of cultural semiotics in Qing China. In addition to becoming 
ingrained in everyday life, round tables became tethered to enduring sets of cultural practices, 
which came to be associated with a new material tradition.  
 
IV. Representation and the Semantics of the West 
 Despite their eventual circulation beyond the region, European tables attained their most 
prominent presence in Guangdong province, where they continued to be reproduced for both the 
domestic and export markets. The object’s unique process of adaptation produced unusual 
ramifications in Cantonese export art in the nineteenth century. In the first half of the century, a 
distinctive decorative motif emerged on the surface of export lacquerware made for the Western 
market. As discussed in chapter 3, lacquer was an emblem of the exoticized Asia in European 
visual and material imagination. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, China and 
Japan were the major source of such lacquerware, which, together with porcelain and other 
goods, fostered and satiated the chinoiserie vogue in European consumer culture. As shown in 
chapter 2, the decorative motif of export Chinese lacquerware was largely dictated by European 
demands for visual exoticism, and as a result, the surface of the lacquerware was often illustrated 
with unrealistic and unchanging cultural tropes of the Orient.  
                                                
53 十五學拜月 拜月十五夜 心自重月圓 何嘗願早嫁.  
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 Amidst such enduring tropes, the tilt-top table emerged around the 1830s as a recurring 
motif in the pictorial illustration on a cluster of export screens, sewing boxes, and cases. The 
pattern depicts a tilt-top table placed in the garden of a Chinese house and surrounded by a group 
of Chinese figures. This is found, for instance, on the front panel of a lacquered sewing box, 
currently in the V&A [fig. 5.22]. The entire surface of this small table is covered with a 
panorama of a landscape Chinese garden occupied with nature and manmade architecture. 
Against this backdrop, a tilt-top table is located inside the front yard of a small pavilion, 
surrounded by three male figures engaged in conversation. The unassuming table, which takes a 
central position in the scene, is the only object that appears in this leisured “Chinese” vista.  
 If this image is merely a generic utopian imagination loaded with cultural stereotypes, 
another illustration on a lacquered export screen currently housed in the Guangdong Provincial 
Museum contextualizes tilt-top tables against the cityscape of Canton [fig. 5. 23]. The image on 
the eight-leaved black-and-gold lacquer screen depicts a dragon boat race taking place during the 
Duanwu Festival against the backdrop of an imaginary town on the Pearl River. In the 
foreground, there are junks and chops sailing on the river, amidst which two dragon boats are 
racing. Alongside the shore are aligned some grand multistory buildings and pavilions, which 
have scenic courtyards facing the river. Behind the central architecture is laid a distant 
panoramic landscape in which people are conducting various activities. The courtyards are 
populated with a multitude of people watching the boat race while chatting, drinking, and 
playing music. As if attesting to their mobility and versatile utility, multiple tilt-top tables appear 
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in these leisured scenes, both in- and outdoors. It is noticeable that they far outnumber the sole 
rectangular table, which is located in the center plane next to a tilt-top table.54  
 In this visualization of an idealized social festivity, tilt-top tables appear not only as 
amenable to the open communal space but also as comparable, if not more favorable, to the 
angular tables. The display of the tilt-top table within the environs composed entirely of cultural 
cliché goes beyond simply attesting to Cantonese adaptation of the object; considering the 
intended effect of such imagery as well as the intended consumers of such objects, the pictorial 
illustration on the lacquer plane should be understood as a representation – albeit manipulated – 
of the self. Indeed, the illustrations were executed by the hands of Chinese artisans who actively 
mobilized the repertoires of visual motifs deposited in his or her knowledge. In so doing, 
Chinese artisans created and, to some extent, defined China on the lacquered plane through the 
mirror of the other.  
 The unaltered and repetitive emergence of the tilt-top table on the surface of early 
nineteenth-century export lacquerware is thus suggestive of the porosity of such cultural 
boundaries. In the period when modern nationalism and the paradigmatic notions bound by it 
(such as homogenous national traditions and cultural heritages) were yet to come, the bilateral 
osmosis of material objects occurring at the border was as conducive to the building of the 
collective self as inherited cultural and intellectual entities. Entering Canton through an 
established channel of trade, therefore, tilt-top and gateleg tables not only fit seamlessly into the 
                                                
54 The side-by-side arrangement of the two tables is significant also in terms of their suggestive gender associations. 
They are occupied by different genders: female spectators sit on the round table whereas the male counterparts 
occupy the rectangular one. Although round tables are not gender-specific objects, they are far more associated with 
women than rectangular and square tables in the visual representations.  
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vernacular lifestyle but also partook in forming – and continuously reconstituting and redefining 
– the sense of collective self in nineteenth-century Cantonese society. 
 
 V. Conclusion: utility and localization 
 It is within these broad synchronic and diachronic contexts of domestic material culture 
that the prevalence of European round tables in Canton and China more broadly should be 
understood. The exceptional case of the adaptation of this object during the mid-Qing period was 
of course not a harbinger that foreshadowed a yet-to-come modern, Westernized lifestyle in 
China. Rather, it is best understood in terms of the foreign round table's timely arrival when 
emergent forms of indigenous round tables were still taking shape and finding a niche in the 
Qing cultural environment. Since they shared not only the form but also the same mechanical 
attributes, the two types of round tables were used to incubate the same social and cultural 
aspirations. Regardless of their provenances, the two groups of round tables shared some 
functional advantages over conventional tables. As the tabletop could be removed or the whole 
piece could be halved, the indigenous round tables could be made lighter and smaller, which 
made them easier to maneuver. Portability and space-economization were important 
characteristics of the round table for it was fundamentally a practical table mobilized for 
temporary purposes; it thus never obtained sufficient cultural significance to replace the angular 
tables stationed with formality in parlors.55   
                                                
55 In the Republican period (1912-1949), however, Cantonese people began to furnish their reception halls with 
exquisitely carved and inlaid round tables. Yet, this happened after, or during the process of, the major 
transformation in the household material culture that took place in modernizing Canton around the turn of the 
twentieth century.  
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   The European round tables, as mentioned above, possessed similar attributes. Originally 
functioning as cabin furniture, they were designed to be space-saving and readily portable. Tilt-
top and gateleg tables found in historic houses in the Guangdong region are exhibited and stored 
in a similar manner as their domestic counterparts, either folded against the wall or laid in dining 
rooms [fig. 5.24]. They are also made of inferior materials such as secondary redwood called 
suanzhi or other miscellaneous woods whose moderate value justified the objects' extensive wear 
from continuous exposure to external weather and kitchen humidity. Seen from the lens of utility, 
therefore, the tilt-top and gateleg tables had a different character from such popular European 
novelties as magnifying glasses or chime clocks. Round tables were favored by the Chinese 
primarily by virtue of their pragmatic properties and their conformity to the existing material 
syntax. It was thus not an interest toward foreign novelty but the pursuit of utilitarian comfort 
that facilitated the early accommodation of European round tables in vernacular material culture.  
 Despite their preeminence in visual representations and material environments, the 
specific forms of tilt-top and gateleg tables went largely unnoticed in contemporary textual 
sources. As in the case of Dream of the Red Chamber, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century texts 
refer only to the general appellation, “the round table,” when necessary: in other words, insofar 
as these objects partake in the human actions that need to be described.56 This pragmatic attitude 
toward furniture was already present in the famous playwright Li Yu’s 李漁 (1610-1680) 
account of furniture in his Sketches of Idle Pleasures (Xian qing ou ji). Although his interest is 
                                                
56 After Dream of the Red Chamber, round tables appear in increasing number of stories. The late Qing novels and 
autobiographic stories such as Wei Zi'an’s 魏子安 Marks of Flower and Moon (Hua yue hen), Li Gui’s 李圭 New 
Record of the Travel around the World (Huan you di qiu xin lu), Li Baojia’s 李寶嘉 Bureaucrats Debunked (Guan 
chang xian xing ji), Han Bangqing’s 韩邦庆 Flower on the Sea (hai shang hua), and Wu Jianren’s 吳趼人 Strange 
Observation during Twenty Years (Er shi nian mu du zhi guai xian zhaung) occasionally mention round tables, 
mostly during the activities of dining and getting together.  
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largely limited to scholarly studio furniture, Li is more concerned with practicality than 
presentability. Concerning tables (ji'an 几案), for instance, he emphasized such elements as 
drawers for space organization, a separate board as a protective accessary, and wooden pegs for 
leveling the table. Li viewed the additional board as particularly useful in the winter when one 
cannot do without a brazier under the seat: “If the heat from the brazier reaches the tabletop 
above it, its wooden panel will eventually crack. Thus, one must prevent this in advance. When 
the weather is not yet cold, prepare a separate board that can be easily installed and dismantled. 
One can line it underneath the tabletop or hang it with strings or hooks. Otherwise, one can have 
clamps (jigou 機彀) preinstalled at the time of manufacture and use them instead [of strings or 
hooks]. Use the board to absorb the heat and change it when it gets scorched. This method is 
inexpensive.”57 Li's pragmatic perspective was drastically different from the connoisseurial 
approach that prevailed in the preceding literary discourses on furniture exemplified by Wen 
Zhengheng's 文震亨 (1585-1645) Treatises on Superfluous Things (Zhang wu zhi).  
 The round tables of the Qing dynasty were subject to similar pragmatic diagnoses rather 
than aesthetic evaluation – particularly because of their permeation into the lives of a broad 
spectrum of social bodies – and as such they received little attention as objects of appreciation.  
Since they were first and foremost governed by a utilitarian interest, it was less significant after 
all whether they had four or eight legs, or if they were made in conventional or unfamiliar 
designs. Such a utilitarian attitude enabled a seamless settling of European tables into Cantonese, 
and then Chinese, material culture. Moreover, this de-aestheticized view toward furniture 
ironically allowed such objects to preserve their original form and resist morphological 
                                                
57 Li Yu, Xian qing ou ji (Sketches of Idle Pleasures) (Beijing: Zhong hua shu dian, 2007), 92.   
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adaptation throughout their extensive dissemination in a broad array of Chinese regions. Indeed, 
the depictions of tilt-top and gateleg tables found in the export paintings made in Canton, in 
Yangliu prints from near Tianjin, and even in the late nineteenth-century photographs taken in 
Shanghai all share the same traits of their original design: the uniquely turned legs or the cariole 
tripod carved into scroll forms. As a result of such a de-aestheticized and utilitarian attitude, 
therefore, the tilt-top and gateleg tables became rather unique examples of the transcultural 
movement of objects in which the object became successfully adapted to the local soil without 
going through the process of localization. In this perspective, the round table, keeping its 






This delegation of a machine – whatever the means – retraces the steps 
made by the engineers to transform texts, drafts, and projects into things. 
The impression given to those who are obsessed by human behavior that 
this is a missing mass of morality is due to the fact that they do not 
follow this path that leads from text to things and from things to texts. 




  In his contemplation of the seatbelt and the automated door, Bruno Latour illuminates 
the enmeshed system behind a technological product, a “thing” which results from complex 
interactions between humans and nonhumans throughout a multistage problem-solving process. 
Only when a machine fails to function in an expected way, he argues, do we begin to realize the 
components and electric circuits that constitute its mechanism and the social and moral qualities 
built into them.  
 In a similar vein, I have tried to explicate export Chinese furniture existence as an 
assemblage throughout its movement between China and Britain during the long eighteenth 
century. This composite entity entailed interlocking concepts and realities of materials as well as 
of knowledge, craft, and cultural practices, all of which were subject to the temporal and spatial 
constraints inherent to early modern travel. If the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century 
shaped the basic trade pattern and adumbrated the rudimentary conditions of cultural exchanges, 
the mid-eighteenth century saw a confluence of diverse cultural, economic, and material factors 
that facilitated the flourishing of Chinese export furniture not just in its material reality but also 
in the construction of its meanings.  
 In Britain, cabinetmaking arrived at its technical apex with the consummation of dovetail 
joinery and this resulted in the increasing use of tropical wood as decorative veneers. This 
																																																								
1 Bruno Latour, “Where are the Missing Masses?” in Shaping Technology, Building Society: Studies in 
Sociotechnical Change, ed. Wiebe Bijker and John Law (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1992), 223. 
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brought a hand-in-hand expansion of the arboreal knowledge of Asian woods and the emergence 
of specimen cabinets that utilized such wood for both decorative and observational purposes. In 
another sphere of the craft, Thomas Chippendale gave body to the two-dimensional imagery of 
chinoiserie through an active re-appropriation of architectural motifs in his display cabinets. The 
publishing of his The Gentleman and Cabinetmaker’s Director, furthermore, heralded a new era 
in cabinetmaking, in which pattern books became important means of preserving and transferring 
design and technical knowledge not just across Britain but even across Eurasia.  
 Around the same time, the Canton trade system became regularized and a commission-
based private trade, run especially by supercargoes, gradually evolved. The traffic of tropical 
timbers between India and China also became normalized as the British secured their ascendency 
in several ports of South Asia. In tandem with this, EIC supercargoes familiarized themselves 
with the Chinese way of accessing tropical woods and an increasing number of European 
supercargoes in Canton wrote in their memoirs and diaries about Chinese cabinet woods 
including rosewood. From a different perspective, the increasing contact between the Europeans 
and the Chinese resulted in an increasing visibility of European furniture in the city’s foreign 
district, some of which was acculturated in the local milieu and used by the Cantonese in their 
everyday lives from the second half of the century. Although there is not enough evidence, it is 
not farfetched to say that the activity of carpenters and cabinetmakers increased in response to 
the growing number of Western merchants who came to reside in Canton.  
 The development of the furniture trade and its characteristics was contingent upon these 
historical incidents and tendencies, but it was by no means a linear process. Overall, the form 
and construction of export furniture was conditioned by the constraints of shipping space, the 
limited channels of communication between Britain and China, the subtropical climate of Canton, 
Conclusion 
	 200 
the kinds of woods and other materials Cantonese craftsmen habitually worked with, and 
furniture’s status as an essential household good in the daily lives of British merchants residing 
in the foreign factories. In this regard, it is difficult to ascribe agency to a single group of actors 
for the development of the taste and demand for this commodity. While demands of the 
commissioners undoubtedly played a crucial role in these mostly privately-run businesses, 
multistep communication processes from European commissioners to intermediary merchants to 
Chinese merchants to Chinese artisans constricted the information available to the makers and 
thus allowed them to participate creatively in the making. The distinctive form of the Soane 
chairs introduced at the outset of chapter 3 epitomizes the leeway granted under this system to 
the artisans not just in the choice of joinery but also in design. 
 Besides human actors, things themselves had agency in the formation of the furniture’s 
characteristics. For instance, the growing fondness for the use of tropical woods as veneers in 
Britain in the early eighteenth century must have facilitated the import of hardwood furniture 
from China, which was made from similar kinds of wood. In this case, if veneers implied a 
growing interest in the aesthetic effect of wood’s natural grains and hues, the longstanding 
Chinese penchant for particular grain patterns and the custom of incorporating them into 
furniture making might not be entirely unrelated to the emerging British aesthetics of exotic 
woods. In the context of craftsmanship, on the other hand, veneers checked the transmission of 
technical knowledge from Britain to China. Since they concealed joinery marks, they made it 
difficult for Chinese artisans to trace the line of construction of a piece of furniture. In this regard, 
veneers unwittingly aided the resistance of local craft knowledge by allowing artisans to apply 
their own techniques.  
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 Overall, export Chinese furniture embodies simultaneous qualities of the transcultural 
and the bicultural in its cultural semantics. It was transcultural not just because it traveled across 
different cultural regions but also because objects such as round tables came to possess divergent 
cultural meanings and values through intercultural adaptation and acculturation. This 
transcultural possibility was tethered to several cognates shared in the material cultures of China 
and Britain. For instance, wood was a conduit through which both countries mapped export 
furniture in their markets and negotiated its values. The active engagement of the go-betweens – 
EIC supercargoes and captains – in the transfer of designs and ideas as well as their balanced 
knowledge of Chinese commodities and British consumer tastes allowed incommensurable ideas 
of the fashionable to become more mutually acceptable. Indeed, throughout the dissertation, I 
have emphasized the role of artisans and merchants who rendered different ways of knowing 
craft and wood more compatible through their material and cultural translations. Finally, the 
furniture trade operated within the framework of the ever-expanding early modern global trade 
system. The increasing stability of this system during the eighteenth century lubricated the 
movement of furniture and constructed plural channels through which knowledge associated 
with it could circulate and attract consumers.  
  Despite such fortuitous circumstances and the acumen and endeavors of merchants, 
however, export furniture reified the coexistence of non-parallel, bicultural traits of furniture 
making from the two cultures. The form of the furniture was fundamentally British, while its 
joinery was mostly Chinese. Of course, the veracity of this statement is delimited in cases where 
both British and Chinese artisans participated in the production of design and joinery through a 
geographical division of labor. Nevertheless, the overall pattern of production was reliant on the 
uneven distribution of ideas, sources, and means of execution. Differences in cultural 
Conclusion 
	 202 
ergonomics also circumscribed the kinds of furniture that could be traded between the two 
countries. Even the use of wood manifested different preferences given to furniture in two 
cultures. While Cantonese artisans made use of whole pieces of hardwood for both joinery and 
varnish and were in general much less concerned with weight than with aesthetic effects, 
British merchants, who were sensitive to freight limits and accustomed to veneered furniture that 
often used light substrates, preferred lightweight furniture and were finicky about the weight of 
the pieces crafted from heavy woods. Such divergent values and practices formed the bicultural 
attributes of the export furniture.  
  The juxtaposition of such furniture’s dual transcultural and bicultural characters 
naturally leads to the question of travel: how easily and successfully did the assemblage of 
furniture travel across borders? The short answer might be that its travel was more meaningful 
than successful. Except for the case of round tables, the case studies conducted in the preceding 
chapters show that cross-cultural transmissions of knowledge systems – be it the knowledge of 
wood, the customs of dining and displaying, or the technique of joinery – were checked by 
insufficient information or lack of interest on the part of the receivers. Since the nature of this 
assemblage was largely embodied, empirical, and non-textual, and since it faced robust 
indigenous knowledge traditions at its destination, it seems unsurprising that an intact 
transmission did not happen. Still, however, such assemblages became instrumental in the 
development of new ideas and practices in diverse realms: models of British furniture were 
reread and translated into a new material syntax while Chinese cabinetmakers remobilized their 
craft skills; Chinese cabinets partook both actively and passively in the ways in which the 
cabinet as a new genre of furniture brought about a new perception of space mediated by 
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imagination, order, and the senses; and the textual and material knowledge of Chinese rosewood 
contributed to the expansion of early modern British botanical knowledge.  
 In recounting these narratives, one of my goals has been to overcome the rigid nation-
state framework. Of course, the state loomed large in early modern trades. European East India 
Companies conducted monopolistic trade with Asia under the aegis of their mercantile states. 
The Qing state, as well, had a great interest in regulating and bolstering the Canton trade system, 
which was its main source of American bullion. In my narrative, the state appears mostly as an 
impersonal institution that instated and imposed customs, taxes, and policies, a trait common to 
early modern territorial states.2 Yet, at the actual site of transaction in the trade zone, merchants 
had much more leeway than they were granted,3 and more importantly, knowledge and ideas 
flowed much more freely across borders through commercial and cultural channels. It was the 
commercial imperative that drove British supercargoes to learn the Chinese criteria of wood 
appraisal and Chinese carpenters to gain familiarity with European aesthetics. The 
unencumbered travel of the European round table both as an object and as a representation across 
such diverse spheres as ship cabins, merchants’ shops, domestic houses, popular prints, 
watercolors, and export lacquers points to the porosity of the border region as a conduit of 
material and epistemic exchanges.  
 In so doing, I have tried to overcome the East-West binary not through the idea of 
hybridity but through the fluid identity of such transcultural and bicultural objects. As in the case 
																																																								
2 In other narratives, however, the state could still appear as more personal. For instance, the British merchant’s 
account of the Qing government was often closely linked to their interaction with the Superintendent of Guangdong 
Maritime Customs, whom they called the Hoppo. The stereotypical (or what we might now call Orientalist) 
attributes such as greedy, insolent, and sometimes ignorant, which were used by the British merchants to describe 
the attitudes of these officials, were transposed onto the characteristics of the Qing state in general in the 
supercargoes’ diaries and travelogues during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  
3 For instance, Chinese merchants were not allowed to export gold, yet many Hong merchants secretly sold gold to 
the Europeans. In 1736, Chinese merchant Hawksbill Khiqua sent to Manning Lethulier a parcel of gold valued 58.6 
taels (IOR/G/12/38: 114). See also Lockyer, An Account of the Trade in India, 138. 
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of the nation-state framework, the examples of Chinese cabinets and European round tables defy 
the rigid division of the Chinese and the European as exclusive categories of forms and ideas. 
While authenticity did matter in some other commodities, a definitive identity was never 
ascribed to the hardwood furniture traded between China and Britain. The lack of cultural and 
geographical attachment to this object allowed it to become an attractive commodity and to adapt 
seamlessly to various contexts on both ends of Eurasia. The process of its transformation from 
tropical timber to a craft product to a market commodity to a recycled object discloses, as Latour 
contends, the “missing mass” into which heterogeneous interests and ideas were integrated. 
 The role of Cantonese furniture-makers was crucial in this itinerary. Their dual service in 
the domestic and the international market allowed them to become conduits of the circulation of 
objects and ideas across borders. In this regard, the next step of this project should examine 
Cantonese artisans’ role in the circulation of knowledge and objects beyond the Guangdong 
region into inland China. Indeed, during the eighteenth century, Cantonese cabinetmakers were 
important agents of knowledge transmission between Guangdong province and the imperial 
palace in Beijing. In 1732, the Qianlong emperor established the Workshop of Cantonese 
Furniture (guangmu zuo 廣木作) in the palace and recruited numerous artisans from the region 
to produce objects in a distinctive vernacular style. In the process, Cantonese artisans became 
important mediators in the exchange of technical and aesthetic knowledge between the center 
and the periphery. By expanding my perspective toward the center of the Qing empire, therefore, 
the future study will highlight the role of local artisans in mediating the Sino-European 
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